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Female-headed houses (FHHs) are a widely researched phenomenon, worldwide. A 
close link has been established between FHHs and poverty, in the academic discourse. 
Scholars have emphasised the burden of poverty among women and FHHs. This study 
examines the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs. It argues that the 
experiences of FHHs transcend the binaries, and fixed poverty burden narrative dominant 
in much of the academic discourse and policy debates.  The study shows that despite the 
vulnerabilities of FHHs – due to the gendered nature of poverty – the women within these 
situations demonstrate high levels of resistance to poverty, industriousness, and 
persistence in the deployment of their livelihood strategies. The study had three 
objectives. The first was to explore key debates on FHHs in the academic discourse, to 
develop an analytical framework for locating lived experiences in the study area. The 
second was to examine the lived experiences of FHHs, to understand their linkages to 
the poverty-burden narrative. The third was to examine FHHs’ industriousness, 
resistance, and persistence in ensuring their livelihoods. The study adopted a qualitative 
research approach, which involved the collection of data from primary sources to 
understand the lived and shared poverty experiences of FHHs using the Eikenhof 
settlement as the case study. The data were through semi-structured interviews with 
fifteen female- heads in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The participants were selected 
randomly, sometimes by referrals. Primary data were also collected through focus group 
interviews. The purpose of this was to gain an understanding of the participants’ collective 
way of thinking and the ambiguities among FHHs. An interview guide with open-ended 
questions was used. The motivation for this type of questions was its ability to enable 
probing more insights into the experiences of FHHs in the study area. The research data 
was also collected through participant observation in order to note disparities between 
what the respondents said and their body language. To make sense of FHHs, their link 
to poverty, and their livelihood strategies, the study drew on two main frameworks. The 
first is the work of African feminist scholars, particularly Amadiume (1987), Owuyumi 
(1997), and Magadla (2016) who view women as industrious, resistant and persistent. 
The second is the scholarship on sustainable livelihoods in the Development Studies 
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discourse. This study argued that FHHs constitute a heterogeneous group in which each 
FHH has diverse experiences and adaptive strategies that enable it to manoeuvre 
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Chapter 1: Lived experiences and livelihood strategies of female-headed 
households 
 
1.1. The dynamics of female-headed households 
 
“In Pedi they say, mosadi o tshwara thipa ka bohaleng which means that a mother 
would go to any length in protecting her children and providing for her family. 
Therefore, as a mother I need to work hard for my children, I have to be strong for 
them and do everything in order to provide for them. Even if it means not sleeping 
and working day and night, even if it means not having clothes for myself as long 
as they have everything they need I have fulfilled my duties as a mother. Sacrificing 
my freedom, time and sleep is enough for the blessings that will come from them” 
(Research participant no 6, 2019).  
The phenomenon of female-headed households (FHHs) is not new; it has been widely 
researched in academic discourse. Chant (2003: 70) characterises FHHs as “situations 
where an adult woman (usually with children) resides without a male partner (or, in some 
cases, in the absence of another adult male such as a father or brother)”. This conception 
stems from more fixed definitions of a household or family as constituted by two female 
and male adults and children. FHHs are a diverse group consisting of widows; divorced, 
separated, and abandoned women; women married to non-resident men (polygamous or 
migrant husbands); as well as single women – all of whom are mothers. The distinctions 
are based largely on the motives that led them to be household heads. While there has 
been a significant rise of FHHs in the contemporary global context, studies have shown 
the existence of similar situations in pre-state and pre-colonial eras.  Amadiume (1987) 
notes the existence of matricentric units that consisted of the female-head and her 
children who lived off her labour.1 In the colonial period, the surge of FHHs, particularly 
in Southern Africa, was due to work in the mines in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Zambia. 
Labour migration by male heads resulted in the females ‘left-behind’ (mostly spouses of 
 
1 Matrifocality refers to a phenomenon centered on the mother and her children, whereby the father plays a less 




male labour migrants) becoming female-heads. Clearly, male labour-migration (even if 
transitory) led to female household-headship (Nwosu & Ndinda, 2018). In the post-
colonial era, especially with the growingly globalising world since the 1990s, socio-cultural 
changes have eroded the extended family structure and made single parenthood more 
evident (Buvinic & Gupta, 1997). Growing urbanisation, environmental degradation, and 
increasing unemployment also account for the outflow of women from rural to urban 
areas, in search of work opportunities and better employment prospects in domestic 
services and unskilled tertiary occupations in urban areas (Tsehaye, 2007: 8). Brydon 
and Chant (1989) identify sex-selective migration and rural-agriculture migration are two 
of the factors accounting for the emergence of FHHs. Another factor contributing to the 
increase of FHHs is an assortment of the rise in separations and divorces, low levels of 
subsequent unions among widows, and the higher life expectancy of women vis-à-vis 
men (Garcia & Rojas, 2001; Chant, 1997).   
Policy documents have identified issues of poverty as widely spread among women. In 
2013, an estimated 767 million people across the globe lived below the poverty line, with 
sub-Saharan Africa accounting for half of the percentage of the world’s poor (UN, 2017: 
16). Proceeding high levels of poverty and ‘feminisation of poverty’, as well as poverty 
and gender issues, were made global priorities. Consequently, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and governments adopted global developmental goals targeted at 
ending poverty in all its forms, everywhere; achieving gender equality; and empowering 
all women and girls by 2030 (MDGs, 2000; SDGs, 2015). Despite social policies 
advocating for gender equality, more women engaging in the labour market, and partially 
eroding family structures, the labour market remains gendered.  
Thus, this study examines the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs in the 
Eikenhof informal settlement. The study argues that the experiences of FHHs transcend 
binaries, and the fixed poverty-burden narrative dominant in much of the academic 
discourse and policy debates.  The study seeks to show that despite the vulnerabilities of 
FHHs in a context of gendered poverty, women within these situations have demonstrated 
high levels of resistance to poverty, industriousness and persistence by adopting various 




1.2. FHHs, poverty, resistance, and livelihood strategies  
 
Much of the academic discussions have established a close relationship between poverty 
and FHHs. These debates have mainly advanced the poverty burden of women in FHHs, 
identifying these women as more vulnerable to poverty than their male counterparts 
(Clark, 1984).  Indeed, Horell and Krishnan (2006) regard poverty heterogeneity as more 
prevalent among FHHs, arguing that the poverty burden is disproportionate in these 
households. Other arguments present gender and poverty as controversial; yet, it is 
widely acknowledged that women bear an unequal share of poverty. These studies link 
decades-long high poverty statistics to FHHs, making this group an appropriate target for 
poverty-alleviation measures (Chant, 1997; Horell & Krishnan, 2006). 
Moreover, the discourse partly uncovers the causes of the poverty prevalence among 
FHHs. For Bulvinic and Gupta (1997), factors such as high dependency ratio, unequal 
access to economic activities (livelihoods), and discrimination in the labour market 
contribute to the vulnerability of FHHs. Consensus exists in the literature, as various 
scholars maintain that women suffer a triple burden (childcare, production and 
reproduction); hence, more policies are targeted at addressing poverty among women. 
Various scholars mention the reasons for the continued disproportionate 
overrepresentation of FHHs in poverty statistics (Elson, 1992; Barros, Fox, & Mendonca, 
1997; Finely, 2007; Gomes da Concelcao, 2003; Horell & Krishman, 2007; Elson, 1999; 
Brown, 2000; Chant, 2008; Panda, 1997; Kabeer, 2003; Fuwa, 2001; Palmer, 1992; 
Mcferson, 2010; Bulvinic & Gupta, 1997). The figures include an assortment of factors. 
The first is higher dependency ratios. The second is main earners’ lower average 
earnings. The third is the older age of female-heads. The fourth is the greater incidence 
of widowhood. The fifth is the possession of fewer assets. The sixth is low access to high-
paying employment. The seventh is the overrepresentation of female-heads in the 
informal sector. The eighth consists in more hours of domestic work. The ninth is the 
burden of combining household responsibilities with labour market participation. The tenth 
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is the discrimination regarding access to employment. The eleventh is weaker property 
rights. The twelfth relates to declines in family support and social networks.   
Although the poverty phenomenon among FHHs is a widely researched issue, a gap   
exists in the literature concerning FHHs’ livelihood strategies, as well as their 
industriousness and resistance to poverty. Furthermore, while a number of studies have 
explored FHHs in the rural context, no studies have focused on the urban setting. For 
instance, Thobejane and Nyathi (2018) explored The socio-economic challenges faced 
by female-headed households in rural districts: a case of Manama village and 
Matabeleland South Province in Zimbabwe. Similarly, Barrett, Reardon and Webb (2001) 
examined Nonfarm income diversification and household livelihood strategies in rural 
Africa: concepts, dynamics, and policy implications. Adepoju and Obayelu (2013) 
explored Livelihood diversification and welfare of rural households in Ondo State, Nigeria. 
Likewise, Gecho, Gezahegn, Tesfaye, and Alemu (2014) studied Rural household 
livelihood strategies: Options and determinants in the case of Wolaita Zone, Southern 
Ethiopia. Finally, Maja (2019) explored Livelihood diversification and poverty among rural 
households in Capricorn District, Limpopo Province, South Africa. Evidently, the focus 
has been on rural areas, urban settings have been overlooked. Thus, this study sets to 
explore the livelihood strategies of informal settlement dwellers, an area that has 
remained unexplored thus far. 
The study mainly argues that while poverty is widely defined in binary terms and 
characterised as prevalent among women, the latter’s livelihood strategies point to 
differences in the lived experiences of FHHs. Particularly, the study argues that FHHs are 
inherently industrious, resistant and persistent in their livelihood strategies – even in the 
face of adversity. This study also dispels the generalising view of FHHs as evenly poor 
and disempowered.  
 
1.3. Aim of the study 
 
This study examines how livelihood strategies shape the lived experiences of FHHs in 
the Eikenhof informal settlement. The study draws partly on the sustainable livelihoods 
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scholarship (DFID, 1999; Rakodi & Lloyds, 2002) advocated in the Development Studies 
discourse and conceptions embodied in Ifi Amadiume’s definition of matrifocality 
(Amadiume, 1987). The study also draws on   the works of Oweyumi (1997) and Magadla 
(2016) that view women as industrious, resistant and persistent. The study’s goal is to 
develop a thinking framework that helps to explain the experiences of FHHs, poverty, and 
their livelihood strategies. 
 
1.4. Research objectives 
 
The study examines the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs. The 
objectives are: 
i. To explore key debates on female-headed houses in academic discourse in order 
to develop an analytical framework that helps to locate the lived experiences in the 
study area; 
i. To examine the lived experiences of FHHs to understand their linkages to the 
poverty-burden narrative; and 
ii. To study FHHs’ industriousness, resistance and persistence in ensuring their 
livelihood. 
 
1.5. Research questions 
 
The main research question is: 
What are the experiences of FHHs in sustaining their livelihoods in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement?  
The sub-questions are: 
i. What is the nature of FHHs? 
ii. How have FHHs evolved over time? 
iii. What livelihood strategies have FHHs adopted to address poverty? 
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iv. How do FHHs depict elements of industriousness, resistance and persistence 
in their experiences?  
 
1.6. The significance of the study  
 
With the adoption of more policies on gender equality and women empowerment as well 
as increased activism for women rights and against gender-based violence, a rise in 
FHHs has been observed worldwide. For decades, urban settings have been regarded 
as better off than rural areas (Lalthapersal-Pillay, 2002: 38). Hence, the bulk of poverty-
reduction strategies and policies have targeted rural communities – with the aim of 
fighting poverty and diversifying livelihood strategies in rural areas.  Hence, more studies 
have focused on poverty and livelihood strategies among FHHs in rural areas (Chant, 
2003; Rusomyo, 2014; Goebel & Dodson, 2011; Rogan, 2013; Handa, 1994; Mwawuda, 
2013; Kpoor, 2015; Lalthapersal-Pillay, 2002). Thus, this study examines the lived 
experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The 
study seeks to contribute to the evolving academic debates by shifting the focus from 
rural to urban communities. It also proffers recommendations on FHHs, their livelihood 
strategies, and their link to poverty. These recommendations could be useful to policy 
makers.   
 
1.7. Methodology of the study 
 
The study adopts a qualitative research approach that involves the collection of data from 
primary sources, to gain an insight into the lived and shared poverty experiences of the 
participating FHHs. The data were obtained through semi-structured individual interviews 
with fifteen female household heads in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The participants 
were selected randomly, sometimes by referral. The primary data were also collected 
through focus group interviews. The purpose of this was to gain an understanding of the 
collective way of thinking and the ambiguities of FHHs. Two focus group interviews were 
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conducted with five and six participants, respectively.  An interview guide with open-
ended questions was used. The motivation for this type of questions was its ability to 
enable probing for more insights into the experiences of FHHs in the study area. The 
research data was also collected through participant observation in order to note 
disparities between what the respondents said and their body language. The study draws 
on African feminist scholarship, particularly the work of Amadiume (1987), Oweyumi 
(1997), and Magadla (2016) who view women as industrious, resistant and persistent. 
Moreover, as the study is framed by the scholarship on sustainable livelihoods in the 
Development Studies discourse. Both lenses help to make sense of FHHs, their link to 
poverty, and their livelihood strategies.  
 
1.8. Chapters’ outline 
 
This study comprises six chapters. Following this introduction chapter, Chapter Two 
explores debates on FHHs in academic discourse, to develop a theoretical framework 
that helps to locate FHHs’ lived experiences broadly and in the study area. This chapter 
argues that the conception of FHHs points to their livelihood strategies being underpinned 
by industriousness, resistance and persistence, against the backdrop of gendered 
poverty. Chapter Two also shows that FHHs transcend binaries as well as the fixed, 
dominant poverty-burden narrative. Chapter Three discusses the evolution of FHHs, from 
a global to a South African context. This chapter reveals that the revolution of FHHs 
reveals the gendered nature of narratives around FHHs and the vulnerability of women. 
It shows that such narratives tend to portray FHHs as burdened by poverty, overlooking 
their livelihood strategies. The chapter also foregrounds some level of industriousness, 
resistance and persistence among FHHs in colonial and post-colonial Africa. Moreover, 
the chapter introduces the case study and discusses the study’s methodology. Chapter 
Four discusses the lived experiences of FHHs. It examines the nature of FHHs in relation 
to the poverty-burden narrative, issues of class differences, women’s triple burden of 
care, and their socioeconomic status. This chapter depicts FHHs as inherently 
characterised by elements of industriousness, resistance and persistence. The chapter 
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further shows that despite the vulnerabilities of FHHs and the gendered nature of poverty, 
FHHs display high levels of resistance to poverty, industriousness, and persistence in 
their experiences. Chapter Five discusses the livelihood strategies of FHHs. It elaborates 
on the challenges that FHHs face in their endeavour to earn their livelihoods and the 
strategies they adopt to survive. The chapter characterises FHHs as innately industrious, 
resistant, and persistent. Chapter Six constitutes the conclusion to the study. It provides 
an overview of the study and the key conclusions from the various chapters. This chapter 




Chapter 2: Industriousness, persistence and resistance – a livelihood conceptual 
framework 
  
2.1. Introduction  
 
The previous chapter broadly introduced this study about the lived experiences and 
livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The study argues that 
the experiences of FHHs transcend the binaries and the fixed poverty-burden narrative 
dominant in much of the academic discourse and policy debates. Thus, the study 
endeavours to show that despite the gendered nature of poverty, the experiences of 
FHHs foregrounds livelihood strategies characterised by industriousness, resistance and 
persistence by women assuming the roles of house heads. The study argues that the 
conception of FHHs should not be limited to traditional patriarchal notions of gender in 
terms of what it entails to be male and female. This chapter explores key debates on 
FHHs in academic discourse, to develop a conceptual and analytical framework that helps 
to locate their lived experiences broadly and in the study area particularly. The chapter 
first defines key concepts that include female-headed houses, poverty-burden, 
feminisation of poverty, and livelihood strategies – to advance the conceptual framework. 
The chapter then turns to African feminist academic discourse to locate women heads 
and their roles in society, to make sense of FHHs. It argues that lopsided 
characterisations of female house heads only provide an equally skewed narrative of the 
experiences of FHHs.  
 
2.2. Defining female-headed houses, poverty-burden, feminisation of poverty, and 
livelihood strategies 
 
The following section will define the key concepts of the study. These include female-




2.2.1. Defining FHHs: De jure or de facto? 
 
Diverse definitions of female-headed houses (FHHs) exist in academic discourse. Chant 
(2003: 70) construes FHHs as “situations where an adult woman (usually with children) 
resides without a male partner (or, in some cases, in the absence of another adult male 
such as a father or brother)”.  However, two types of FHHs may be distinguished: de jure 
and de facto FHHs (Chant, 2004). Indeed, “Among female household heads, one may 
further distinguish between those who are temporarily alone (de facto heads) and those 
who have no permanent male partner” (Kossoudji & Mueller, 1983: 836). According to 
Chant (2004), de facto FHHs are ones where the male heads are predominantly absent, 
whereas de jure FHHs are those that are usually led by widows, or unmarried, divorced 
or separated women. Equally, Rogan (2012) views a de jure FHH as one in which the 
female is unattached to a male partner (e.g. never married, widowed, or 
divorced/separated). Conversely, he construes a de facto FHH as one in which the 
female-head either was married but not living with her partner, or she had a partner who 
is a migrant worker. In the latter case, the female is often assumed to be the ‘acting head’, 
since the absent male partner is considered the actual head of the household. This latter 
conception of a de facto FHH refers to a temporary absence of a male partner who may 
still be active through sending remittances and involvement in decision-making.  
The conception of FHHs along the de jure or de facto binaries is embedded in the 
gendered binaries that predetermine the different roles assigned to men and women – 
based on their gender. The latter is traditionally defined in terms of what it entails to be a 
man or a woman and the associated gender roles (Fuwa, 1999). The conception of FHHs 
as de jure or de facto is strongly linked to male partners or figures.  
Some scholars postulate differences in financial capabilities among FHHs, suggesting 
that de facto FHHs play the role of supplement-income earners, while de jure FHHs are 
sole providers (Rogers, 1995; Sanni, 2006; Fuwa, 1999; Klasen et al., 2010). De facto 
female-heads are thus relieved from their headship duties upon the return of their 
husbands; or when their husbands find jobs, in the case of temporary unemployment 
(Joshi, 2005; Rogan, 2012; Clark & Hamplova, 2013). This is premised on gendered 
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notions that allocate males fixed positions within households – notably the role of natural 
heads. Nevertheless, these conceptions do not reveal the actual empirical evidence that 
transcends the definition of FHHs in terms of a binary opposition to males. The conception 
of FHHs should not be confined to traditional patriarchal notions of gender in the fixed 
terms of what it means to be a male or a female. Amadiume (1987) argues that FHHs 
have also existed independently from their link to males. 
Indeed, more expanded definitions characterise female-heads as individuals who usually 
live in households where they may be acknowledged as heads given their age (older), 
sex (generally, but not necessarily, male), economic status (main provider), or some other 
reasons (ICF, 2012). Female-headship is also perceived as transitory in the sense that 
these women may still be viewed as dependent on a male head who might be away for a 
few months or years – for work purposes – or who is temporarily unemployed (Buvinic & 
Gupta, 1997; Joshi, 2005; Clark & Hamplova, 2013; Klasen et al., 2015). This study 
defines FHHs as households without any adult male (brother, father, husband, or male 
partner). Since the male head is temporarily or permanently absent, the female emerges 
as head because she is now the main economic provider. She has greater authority over 
the general affairs of the household – including decision-making concerning its economic 
and social matters. 
 
Beyond gendered binaries 
 
Common conceptions of male and female roles as well as FHHs reveal their gendered 
nature embedded in a system of patriarchy. The latter is characterised by domination and 
the perpetuation of a particularly male-serving narrative. As shown above, FHHs are 
conceptualised along gendered lines that determine what it means to be a male or a 
female.   The traditional conception of women as belonging to and dependent on men 
has confined women to traditional household roles even in contemporary societies 
(Tsehaye, 2007: 3). Todaro and Smith (2003) argue that gender-based differentials in 
socio-economic and political status have become a feature of the poorest nations of the 
world that influences their engagement in the labour market. Hence, it becomes important 
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for gender studies not to position women as one homogenous vulnerable group, as most 
studies have tended to do.  
Furthermore, feminist scholars from the West (Chant, 1997; González de la Rocha, 1999; 
Fuwa, 2003; Safa, 2002; Buvnic & Gupta, 2012) point, for example, that women’s 
participation in the labour market eroded ‘traditional’ patriarchal family structures 
foregrounding the subornation of women. Pre-colonial African feminists have also 
challenged orthodox, fixed definitions and explanations of gender and female roles as 
universal or fixed (Oyewumi, 1997; Amadiume, 1987; Magadla, 2016). Oyewumi (1997) 
criticises Eurocentric gender epistemologies, noting that the “use of gender as the 
explanatory model to account for women’s subordination and oppression worldwide” is 
limiting (Oyewumi 1997: 1). Instead, Oyewumi (1997: 1) argues that, because “gender is 
socially constructed, the social category ‘women’ is not universal, and other forms of 
oppression and equality are present in society”.  
Evidence in African feminist scholarship on the role played by women as heads shows 
that they disrupt binaries commonly found in traditional conceptions and thinking.  
Amadiume (1987: 32), for instance, shows that in pre-colonial African societies, “sex and 
gender did not necessarily ‘coincide’ and ‘roles’ were neither rigidly masculinised nor 
feminised”. In other words, although social structures existed, the degree to which people 
were differentiated and disadvantaged based on class was almost nonexistent.  
Amadiume (1987: 32) notes that the structures and values in the Nnobi societies in 
Nigeria enabled women to achieve power. Amadiume (1987:32) refers to such notions as 
‘male daughters’ and ‘female husbands’ that reflect experiences within the Nnobi society 
and other African societies. Within these societies, ‘female-heads’ roles transcend the 
traditional perspectives that conceptualise them in binary terms. As such, restricting or 
attaching the conceptualisation of FHHs to binary gendered connotations only limits the 
analysis and understanding of the actual nature of FHHs. 
The poverty-burden narrative contrasts significantly to the matricentric units that point to 
degrees of industriousness in FHHs’ endeavour to ensure their sustainable livelihood. 
Amadiume (1987) argues that males and females dominated different spheres within 
households, with women playing an important role in the production of food items. For 
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example, Amadiume (1987) posits the ideology of matrifocality and industriousness 
where men and women were equally powerful.  Nevertheless, Western scholars argue 
that women’s vulnerability is because they have less property rights and access to land 
ownership. However, Amadiume (1987) criticises the generalisation inherent to this 
dominant thinking by arguing that in precolonial societies wherein property belonged to 
males, its production and marketing rested with women. Moreover, women’s involvement 
in agricultural production and their control of the subsistence economy gave them easy 
access to markets and cash (Amadiume, 1987).  
Amadiume (1987) further observes that in Nnobi societies, women could inherit land 
through a practice known as Nhayikwa or Nhaye2. This is predominantly in instances 
where a father did not have any sons. As result, he would recall his daughter from her 
marital home. The daughter would then assume all her father’s responsibilities, inherit his 
property, and head his household. Nnobi societies depict strong matrifocality in their 
cultural system. Matrilineage3 units “recognised two heads, one male and one female. 
The male head took care of secular duties involving the general management of property, 
its allocation and exploitation, and the settlement of disputes. An adult female could play 
this male role when no male was available” (Amadiume, 1987: 175). Moreover, female-
heads in these units performed the sacred duties of the female head called 'female king'; 
they also assumed roles that could never be performed by males. Hence, most social and 
domestic responsibilities rested with women. In Nnobi societies, women were considered 
the hardest workers on farms, just as men were regarded as the hardiest travelers 
(Amadiume, 1987: 175).  
Thus, women derived power and high self-esteem from a matrifocal culture. In some 
Nnobi societies, a widespread revival of matriarchal or matrifocal households was 
undertaken (Amadiume, 1987: 177). These households were headed by economically 
 
2The nhayikwa or nhaye practice is a kind of replacement, in Nnobi custom. A male daughter is recalled from her 
marital home, sometimes because she was married as a child, disliked her marital home, and wished to return to 
her father's house. Thus, when her father recalls her, she has to return the marriage payment to her husband. Her 
father will then allow her to reside in his house as a male. She would then have the status of a son and be able to 
inherit her father's property (Amadiume, 1987: 32).   
3 Matrilineage refers to the saying that a 'father's penis scatters, whereas a mother's womb gathers' (the male role 
has a tendency towards irresponsibility and lack of accountability for personal action) (Amadiume, 1987: 75).  
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independent women with visiting husbands or lovers, most of whom were graduates, 
traders, or business contractors. This mirrors the FHHs of contemporary societies in 
which middle class women choose to remain single and have visiting partners.  
In Nnobi societies, even in the presence of male-heads, female-heads assumed 
responsibilities towards the economic structure of their households. Amadiume (1987) 
notes that in Nnobi societies – even in units that were patrilineal – women controlled a 
section of the compound; men did not interfere in this. Moreover, Nnobi societies are 
agricultural in nature; hence, even in food production, males and females harvested 
different food products. Certain plants were grown exclusively by women. Nsugbe (1974: 
68) underscores that during the planting season, a ‘female king’ ritually declared farming 
open for the women. The latter executed their own rulings and could effectively oppose 
any unwelcome actions or decisions taken by men. 
Oyewumi (1997: 31) notes the limitations of conceptualising “gender [as] a dichotomy in 
which male and female, man and woman, are constantly and binarily ranked, both in 
relationship to and against each other”. The social categories ‘women’ and ‘men’ are 
social constructs deriving from the Western assumption that ‘physical bodies are social 
bodies’. Oyewumi (1997: 224) argues that the creation of ‘women’ as a social category 
was one of the first accomplishments of the colonial rule. Furthermore, Oyewumi (1997) 
shows that in Yoruba societies, the categories ‘female/woman’ and ‘male/man’ were 
neither binary opposed nor hierarchal. As such, women were not ranked in relation to 
men; hence, the category ‘female/woman’ did not have negative connotations of 
subordination and powerlessness. Above all, in itself, this category did not constitute any 
social ranking. Hence, women occupied high ranking and were held in high esteem in the 
social order of precolonial societies.  Amadiume (1987) argues that strict patrilineal rules 
of succession and inheritance make the dynamism of gender seem irrelevant, position 
women as vulnerable, and render their role in the economic structure invisible. 
Equally, Chingono (2015:30) observes that women assumed powerful roles and exerted 
significant influence in pre-colonial African societies, underscoring that colonialism acted 
as a catalyst for their subornation. While women may have been dominated in certain 
spheres, this does not make them less powerful. This is because traditionally, men and 
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women worked in and dominated different spheres within their families (Chingono, 2015: 
30). For example, in African family units, women yielded power and gained influence with 
age. Women yielded power as aunts and mothers-in-law; they headed households; they 
were consulted in marital matters; and they acted as sprit-medium bearers who 
interceded for assistance in instances of illness, misfortune, droughts, and wars 
(Chingono, 2015: 38). Hence, the representation of women as vulnerable was a creation 
of the colonialists. Moreover, Chingono (2015) argues that colonialism created structures 
that omitted women and did not acknowledge their value within the social order. However, 
such structures faced resistance from women.  
African women have resisted oppressive structures; they have yielded power; and they 
have played a very significant role in household headship and in society.  Magadla (2016) 
stresses that women played an important role during the liberation struggle. Indeed, 
during the struggle, women’s roles were altered: the traditional views of ‘home’ as 
women’s domain and childcare as their work changed as women were forced to take 
frontline positions in the liberation struggle. Thus, women assumed leadership roles that 
laid the foundation for their role and position in the contemporary emancipation struggle 
(Magadla, 2016). In her PhD thesis titled, “Demobilisation and the civilian reintegration of 
women ex-combatants in post-apartheid South Africa: The aftermath of transnational 
guerrilla girls, combative mothers and in- betweeners in the shadows of a late twentieth-
century war”, Magadla (2016) shows a variety of powerful images. These range from 
“transnational guerilla girl” to mothers with babies on their backs – fighting in the forefront 
of resistant liberation movements. In the author’s own words, “The public representation 
of women at the center of the People’s War was that of mothers with guns in their hands, 
and with babies on their backs” (Magadla, 2016: 144).  
Similarly, in the article “Moms with Guns: Women's Political Agency in Anti-Apartheid 
Visual Culture” (2009), Kim Miller argues that t++he image of a “good mother” with a spear 
signals that she is “prepared for sacrifice in a much more literal sense than usual, this 
maternal image affirms women’s life-giving potential, while concurrently displaying the 
mother’s ability, if not willingness, to take it away” (Miller, 2009: 68). This study views 
women heads in the same light, arguing that female-heads resist poverty by remaining 
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industrious and persistent in their livelihood strategies. It is in the nature of female-heads 
to work very hard in the face of adversity, to improve the livelihoods and lived experiences 
of their households.  
Bonnin (1997), cited in Magadla (2016), posits that social networks played a very 
significant role during the liberation struggle. Bonnin (1997) cites a female participant who 
articulated that women were “in the front not because each one is looking after her own 
child, but all children. It does not matter whose child, a woman assists a child no matter 
whose child it is” (Bonnin, 1997: 39). This depicts women as innately inclined to stand in 
solidarity. African feminist scholarship has shifted from the poverty-burden narrative that 
classified women as vulnerable and characterised them into binary roles. This shift has 
consisted in reaffirming that in traditional African societies, women were industrious, 
resistant, and persistent (Amadiume, 1987; Oyewumi, 1997; Magadla, 2016). Hence, the 
study draws from the work of the abovementioned African feminists to make sense of 
FHHs, their link to poverty, and their livelihood strategies; as well as to understand FHHs’ 
class differentiation in South Africa.   
 
2.2.2. The poverty-burden narrative  
 
Poverty is multidimensional or multi-faceted concept. It may include social, economic, and 
political elements that involve a certain level of vulnerability. The United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) (2016) defines poverty as 
the inadequacy or lack of a certain amount of material possessions or monetary assets. 
Poverty, viewed as surpassing all material means, includes various factors such as the 
lack of dignity, autonomy, and the right to participate in decision-making processes 
(Lalthapersad, 2002:37). Poverty also means insecurity, powerlessness, as well as the 
exclusion of individuals, households and communities (World Bank, 2001). This study 
defines poverty as a phenomenon that extends beyond material means but remains 




While the poverty-burden narrative characterises FHHs as vulnerable, African feminist 
scholars view female-heads as industrious, resistant, and persistent. Amadiume 
(1987:30) argues that women (female-heads) in Nnobi societies were industrious and 
very engaged in the production of food items. The gender ideology governing economic 
production was female industriousness, perseverance, and resistance. These attributes, 
and “the pot of prosperity, were gifts women were said to have inherited from the goddess 
Idemili” (Amadiume, 1987: 30). Though women worked the land, some of them assumed 
positions and statuses traditionally held by men. Magadla (2016) writes of situations 
during the liberation struggle, where women held guns and fought in the frontline of 
liberation movements. These women resisted systems designed to oppress and 
discriminate against women. In terms of its analytical framework, the study draws on the 
work of Amadiume (1987), Oyewumi (1997) and Magadla (2016). This will help to 
understand the experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement and to comprehend class differentials in South Africa as a whole. The main 
argument of this study is that FHHs do not necessarily conform to binary terms as women 
are always maneuvering around different roles and identities to achieve livelihoods.  
 
 The poverty-burden narrative of FHHs 
 
Some scholars have shown that half of the world’s population comprises women who 
account for 70 percent of people living in poverty worldwide (Thobejane & Nyathi, 2018; 
Moghadam, 2005; UNIFEM, 2002; Chant, 2003). Other studies (BRIDGE, 2001; Buvinic 
& Gupta, 1993; González de la Rocha, 1994b: 6-7; Moghadam, 1997; Paolisso & 
Gammage, 1996: 23-5) reveal that FHHs constitute a disproportionate number of the poor 
and experience greater extremes of poverty than their male counterparts do. This 
suggests that FHHs are likely to be poorer than their male counterparts are. Households 
headed by widows, for example, are significantly impoverished in some African countries 
such as Uganda, Zimbabwe, and Mali (Appleton, 1996; van de Walle, 2013; Horrell & 
Krishnan, 2007). Some scholars highlight the lack of material means to address the needs 
of divorcees and their children (Braun & Clark, 2015; Clark & Hamplová, 2013). 
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Conversely, some female-heads who receive remittances from male family members are 
consistently well off in terms of consumption or income (Buvinic & Gupta, 1997; Horrell & 
Krishnan, 2007; Lampietti & Stalker, 2000). Those who do not receive any support are 
among the poorest (Kennedy & Haddad, 1994). 
Research further reveals heterogeneity in the characteristics of these household units. 
Because FHHs are heterogonous, they are not equally vulnerable to poverty; the risks of 
poverty differ by context and characteristics (Rogan, 2013: 494).  FHHs are further 
differentiated by class issues. Various scholars (Fuwa, 2000; Gafar, 1998; Chant, 1997; 
Geldstein, 1994; Wartenburg, 1999; González de la Rocha, 1999; Willis, 2000) argue that 
in terms of income, FHHs are not necessarily the ‘poorest of the poor’. This is because 
some women earn much more and attain higher social classes in society than their male 
counterparts and other FHHs. For instance, Geldstein (1994) and Wartenburg (1999) 
evoke evidence from Latin America that revealed that FHHs are just as likely to be present 
among middle- and upper-income classes. Hence, the relationships between FHHs and 
poverty are not systematic (Chant, 1997; González de la Rocha & Grinspun, 2001). 
Similarly, Nwosu and Ndinda (2018) posit that FHHs can be disparate in terms of the 
cause of female-headship and their degree of vulnerability to poverty. Scholarship has 
established close links between poverty and gender, referred to as feminisation of 
poverty.  
 
Arguments regarding the feminisation of poverty 
 
Chant (2004) notes that the world is experiencing a phenomenon known as “the 
feminisation of poverty”. Thobejane and Nyathi (2018) define the feminisation of poverty 
as a higher concentration, incidence and vulnerability to poverty among women as 
compared to men.  Furthermore, Smajic and Ermacora (2007: 69) define the feminisation 




“Women are disproportionately represented amongst the poor compared to men 
due to the growth of female-headed households, gender inequality, disadvantages 
in terms of entitlements such as restricted access to land ownership, credit and 
other productive resources and limited capabilities from illiteracy and low 
educational levels”. 
In such conceptions, women are portrayed as more marginalised than men. This is due 
to their limited access to employment and their lower-earning capacity caused by their 
occupational exclusion, wage gap, and unemployment. Women are also negatively 
affected by their tendency to have “…children, as well as burden of more dependents to 
support and care for” (Smajic & Ermacora, 2007). Winston (2007) underscores that 
women bear a triple-burden in society, which includes securing a livelihood by generating 
income, child rearing, and vulnerability to economic, political, social and environmental 
crises. The societal inequalities and disadvantages they face shape their experiences of 
poverty and increase their vulnerability, making it difficult for them to overcome poverty 
(Gupta, 2012). Moreover, women have to perform both employment and reproductive 
labour; this increases their vulnerability, due to limited time to perform productive duties. 
Female-heads have a higher dependency ratio and less free time to search for 
employment. FHHs are poorer than their male counterparts, because they have many 
dependants (usually of non-working age). Moreover, they usually work for lower wages 
and have less access to assets and productive resources. They also have mobility 
constraints due to the household chores that they have to perform (Bulvinic & Gupta, 
1997). Although, women are constrained and highly represented in poverty statistics, it is 
important to emphasise the heterogeneity of FHHs. Chant (2004: 2) suggests that ‘the 
feminisation of poverty’ can be attributed to the rise in separation or divorce and the 
tradition consisting in leaving the childcare responsibility to the mother. The strong link 
between gender and poverty in the literature, suggesting that FHHs are poorer than their 
male counterparts, raises questions on whether these groups may be equally able to 





2.2.3. Defining livelihood strategies 
 
In the development cooperation discourse, livelihood strategies are viewed as activities 
that people undertake and the choices they make to meet their livelihood goals (DFID, 
1999). According to Rakodi and Lloyd-Jones (2002), people choose strategies composed 
of activities that generate the means that enable them to improve their livelihoods, spread 
risks, or enable recovery – based on their asset portfolio. Nevertheless, in the vulnerability 
context in which they operate, people are constrained by structures and processes. 
Hence, their livelihood strategies are dynamic and constantly changing with the 
environmental context. Livelihood outcomes refer to the results of individuals’ livelihoods 
that are affected by available opportunities and the strategies they adopt to achieve their 
livelihood goals (Rakodi & Lloyd-Jones, 2002). Abimibola and Oluwakemi (2013) posit 
that households engage in various income-generating activities to augment their 
livelihoods. Livelihood strategies are influenced by various factors that act together to 
ensure their success. This study defines livelihood strategy as a blend of activities, 
assets, capabilities, skills, social networks, access to financial and physical resources, as 
well as the ability to influence core institutions to meet socioeconomic needs.  
As noted earlier, some studies suggest that FHHs are vulnerable, because they do not 
derive enough income from their economic activities, have many dependents, and are 
less productive than their male counterparts are (Milazzo & van de Walle, 2017; Chen & 
Ravallion, 2013; Buvnic & Gupta, 1997; Chant, 1997). The poverty-burden narrative has 
stressed vulnerability and marginalisation among women and FHHs. Hence, it has been 
widely reported that women are constrained in terms of livelihoods. Some scholars have 
shown women as highly concentrated in low-paying and informalised jobs (Moepeng & 
Tisdell, 2008; Glynn, 2019), while others establish a close connection between social 
protection and FHHs (Bhorat, Poswell & Naidoo, 2004; Reddy & Sokomani, 2008; Du 





 FHHs and social protection 
 
Many studies posit that social protection policies/programmes enable the poor to diversify 
their income-generating activities and to invest human capital towards achieving food 
security (Tirivayi, Knowles & Davis, 2013; World Bank, 2014). Social protection is 
perceived as both a safety net and a springboard-out-of-poverty for poor families.  Social 
protection is believed to create an environment that promotes the economic 
empowerment of the poor (UN, 2015). Empirical evidence from the World Bank (2012) 
shows that those living in poverty are likely to have benefited disproportionately from the 
expansion of social protection policies. For years, social protection has saved so many 
households from vulnerability and food insecurity. According to Dubihlela and Dubihlela 
(2014), the social security system in South Africa plays an important role in mitigating the 
impact of socio-economic challenges among FHHs.  
The United Nation’s (UN) report revealed that women are at the centre of social protection 
programmes (UN, 2015). Molyneux (2006) identify women as the targeted beneficiaries 
of cash-transfer programmes. This is because they have proven reliable in fulfilling their 
responsibilities toward their children and spending money to satisfy their children’s needs. 
Social protection seems to have an empowering effect on FHHs, because it increases 
their bargaining power. Empirical evidence from various studies (Duflo, 2003; Quisumbing 
& Maluccio, 2000; Adato, de la Brière, Mindek & Quisumbing, 2000; Adato, Carter & May, 
2004) shows that children’s welfare and efficiency in household asset allocation are 
enhanced when women’s bargaining power increases. Moreover, child welfare is believed 
to have the potential to break the intergenerational transmission of poverty. This is 
achieved through human capital, when transfers are channeled towards children’s 
education as well as the health of children and mothers (World Bank, 2014).  
Lalthapersad (2007) remarks that social protection grew significantly in South Africa in 
the first decade of the post-apartheid era. According to the South Africa Social Security 
Agency (SASSA) (2012), over 46 million South Africans have been recipients of social 
protection. Many studies in the development discourse have found social protection to 
help households escape from poverty through reducing the poverty gap and diversifying 
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livelihoods. Dubihlela and Dubihlela (2014), for instance, argue that social protection lifts 
poor people out of vulnerability and brings them closer to the poverty line. In South Africa, 
women are more likely to be beneficiaries of the Child Support Grant (CSG), because 
they are the main caregivers. Most FHHs rely on social protection for survival. However, 
the misconception in the literature on the poverty burden is that women are subordinate 
and inadequate. Hence, women receiving welfare (social protection) are often associated 
with vulnerability (Haney, Michielutte, Vincent & Cochrane, 1975). However, to 
understand the lived experiences of FHHs better, it is necessary to move beyond the 
poverty-burden narrative, to consider FHHs’ livelihood strategies in terms of their levels 
of industriousness, resistance, and persistence to navigate their daily struggles. 
 
FHHs and the informal economy  
 
The informal economic sector has grown rapidly and has become a major employer 
among the poor. During times of economic crises (shocks and vulnerability), households 
tend to supplement their livelihoods or incomes through the informal economy (Chakanya, 
2008). For Guha-Khasnobis, Kanbur and Ostrom (2007), the informal economy may be 
defined as enterprises that are not registered and operate outside the tax-net; they 
generally lack structure or organisation. Maja (2019: 13) posits, “…the informal sector is 
a resourceful and dynamic sector which includes a variety of economic activities. It 
represents an important part of the economy and certainly of the labour market in many 
countries, especially the developing countries. It plays a major role in employment 
creation, production and income generation”. Chen, Vanek and Carr (2004) distinguish 
between two main categories of informal economy: the first comprises people who are 
self-employed (work in small, unregistered enterprises); whereas the second includes 
wage workers (work in insecure and unprotected environments). The link between 
poverty among women and the informal economy has been widely debated.  
The informal economy is largely a female domain. A link has been established between 
women and the informal sector. Scholars such as Mofokeng (2005) posit that the 
informalisation of labour has affected women, because they are overrepresented in the 
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informal employment in both developed and developing states. In this regard, Leach 
(1999) explains that the informal sector generally provided an employment opportunity 
for most women with low or no skills. Similarly, Kabeer (2003) argues that the majority of 
women heads engage in informal economic activities because their low educational 
attainment limits their access to formal-sector employment. Hence, they operate as self-
employed small traders with low productivity activities yielding equally low incomes. 
According to Mofokeng (2005), the informal sector is the largest platform for diversifying 
income and providing employment for female-heads, regardless of their educational 
background. Although it may appear as a feasible economy promising to mitigate poverty 
and vulnerability, sometimes it does not yield the desired income. Furthermore, since the 
informal sector includes a variety of small trading activities, it is often unsustainable. 
Luebker (2008) observes that many activities in the informal economy are survivalist in 
nature; consequently, the income is generally inadequate to meet daily needs of it actors. 
Income diversification lies at the heart of the livelihood strategies of FHHs. The informal 
economy has provided an opportunity for women heads to earn a source of income, for 
decades. Nedziwe (2017: 64) argues that the “…gendered nature of colonial Southern 
African politics is a source of insecurity to women. For example, the colonial migrant law 
system mostly catered for the male labour to work across the region in the mines and 
agricultural fields, while the women were pushed into the private spaces”. She adds that 
these colonial policies encountered resistance as female-heads who were not allowed to 
migrate still did so – illegally – across borders. They went to work in private spaces where 
most of them engaged in cross-border trading. Ndlovu (2017) notes that cross-border 
trading is highly feminised, with close to 70 percent of women in Southern Africa 
contributing to 30-40 percent of intra-regional trade. Nonetheless, women continue to 
endure harsh conditions in their endeavour to earn a living and end poverty.  
Trading is very common among women-heads and ordinary women from poverty-stricken 
areas. Maja (2019) remarks that in South Africa, street trading has become an important 
source of income in which most rural and urban women-heads engage. Furthermore, he 
postulates that the majority of street traders in South Africa are black women who trade 
in a range of goods including sweets, snacks, cigarettes, clothing, and – most prominently 
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– fruits and vegetables. Similarly, (Siqwana-Ndulo, 2013) notes that despite its relatively 
modest appearance, street trading is one of the largest sectors of the informal economy.    
 
2.3. Industriousness, persistence, and resistance – a livelihood conceptual 
framework 
 
This study understands livelihood strategies – as conceptualised within the development 
cooperation thinking – to entail a combination of undertaken activities and choices 
(including means and strategies) made by households to generate income that enables 
them sustain themselves. The study also derives the definition of livelihood strategies 
from the African feminist scholarship that portrays women heads as industrious, 
persistent and resistant in seeking to achieve their livelihoods, rather than as vulnerable 
groups that require help at all times. The study argues that even when faced with 
adversity, female-heads resist their challenges and remain industrious and persistent in 
making their households prosperous concerning livelihood activities. The study 
underscores that female-heads are very industrious and engage in a number of livelihood 
activities to improve their living conditions and experiences relating to poverty. The study 
contends that by nature, women are industrious, resistant, and persistent in the face of 
adversity.  
This study is in stark contradiction with the poverty-burden narrative dominant in much of 
the academic discourse. Hence, the study has developed a livelihood framework of 
industriousness, resistance and persistence that enables it to examine the experiences 
of FHHs and their livelihood strategies in the socio-economic space more broadly and in 
the South African context singularly. This analytical framework will be used to explain how 
female-heads deploy their livelihood strategies to avoid vulnerability. Put differently, the 
theoretical framework will help to show women heads’ mastery of the art of resisting 
adversity. Thus, the study argues that the industrious nature of female-heads enables 
them to resist the gendered society and its patriarchal standards that oppress female-
heads. Hence, FHHs do not necessarily fit into their stereotypical level of vulnerability. 
The study emphasises the existence of some high level of persistence among female-
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heads – especially regarding their livelihood strategies. Moreover, female-heads’ caring 
for dependents is often the force that pushes them to work even harder, revealing their 
matrifocality.  
This study also considers the class nature of FHHs, as it relates to the South African 
context, to explain their actual realities and experiences in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement. The development of FHHs also reveals varying dynamics and types. The 
study acknowledges that FHHs are a heterogeneous group whose sub-groups have 
varying experiences and livelihood challenges. Similarly, the sub-groups have varying 
reasons for the attainment of headship. The study also argues that FHHs have strong 
elements of matrifocality and industriousness. The study further contends that due to 
gender inequalities and patriarchy, women are likely to occupy a lower socioeconomic 
status in society. However, even with a low socioeconomic status, women heads are 
naturally inclined to remain industrious, persistent, and resistant. Hence, the study will 
examine the socioeconomic status of women and their likelihood of remaining powerful 
and hardworking against all odds. The study does not deny the existence of poverty. 
Instead, it foregrounds the industriousness, persistence and resistance of FHHs rather 
than their poverty-burden and vulnerability.  
 
2.4. Conclusion  
 
This chapter explored the key debates on FHHs in the academic discourse. It defined the 
main concepts of the study, namely, female-headed houses, poverty-burden, feminisation 
of poverty, and livelihood strategies. The chapter discussed African feminism’s academic 
discourse in order to position women heads and their roles in society and to understand 
FHHs better. Moreover, the chapter explored the notion of sustainable livelihood 
strategies, to establish linkages with the African feminist scholarship. This would help to 
make sense of FHHs and their specific livelihood strategies. The chapter also argued that 
FHHs transcend binaries, and the fixed poverty-burden narrative dominant in much of the 
academic discourse and policy debates. It was shown that despite the gendered nature 
of poverty, the experiences of FHHs point to their deployment of livelihood strategies in 
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the form of industriousness, resistance, and persistence among women heads. Finally, 
the chapter developed a framework for explaining the experiences of FHHs and their 




Chapter 3: The development and gendered nature of FHHs: a global to South 




Chapter Two laid the conceptual framework of the study, to enable the examination of the 
experiences of FHHs and their livelihood strategies in the socio-economic space more 
broadly and in the South African context particularly. The chapter showed how the rigid 
conceptions of FHHs along linear and fixed terms are shaped by the traditional conception 
of gender. The current chapter discusses the evolution of FHHs, from a global to a South 
African context. The aim is to show the gendered nature of the evolution of FHHs, the 
vulnerability of females, as well as how their livelihood strategies have shaped their lived 
experiences over time. The discussion on South Africa will cover the case study – the 
Eikenhof informal settlement – will be discussed, as well as the methodology applied in 
exploring the research question, “What are the experiences of FHHs in sustaining their 
livelihoods in the Eikenhof informal settlement?” The study argues that poverty is a 
multifaceted phenomenon involving diverse experiences; and while FHHs may face 
challenges in terms of their experiences and livelihood strategies, they depict strong 
elements of industriousness, persistence and resistance. This chapter endeavours to 
show that even in the face of adversity; FHHs remain powerful and resistant to their 
marginalisation and patriarchal societal norms. This chapter examines the social and 
economic experiences of FHHs, from the 1970s to date. 
 
3.2. Development of FHHs: The global context 
 
FHHs are not a new phenomenon.  For Buvnic and Gupta (1997: 264), “much has been 
written and claimed about FHHs, since the 1970s that a rising share of households were 
headed by women in developed countries, and recognition, as well as worries, that similar 
trends were emerging in the developing world”. According to Haney et al. (1975), in the 
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early 1970s, women headed approximately 30 percent of black households in the United 
States (US). Although FHHs were a clear minority among black people, they persisted as 
stereotype of the black family structure. Haney et al. (1975) note that these figures were 
influenced by bias and stereotype. Scholars highlighted two distinct perspectives of the 
black female household head. Firstly, she was regarded as the dominant matriarch who 
assumed the responsibilities of managing and maintaining the family, a situation 
accounting for all types of social ills. Secondly, she was characterised as the chief 
strength of the black family, functioning remarkably well in the difficult circumstances in 
which she had to act as homemaker, childminder, and breadwinner. However, the 
dynamics changed as the years progressed.  
As of 2016, evidence has shown that in the US, single mothers headed just over half of 
all low-income households (bread.org, 2016). The dynamics in the US also reveal class 
and racial differences. For example, FHHs, particularly those led by women of colour, are 
more likely to be food-insecure and live in poverty than those headed by women of other 
races. Furthermore, FHHs are more than twice as likely to be poor as all other US 
households are (30.6 percent vs. 14.8 percent) (bread.org, 2016). Census data show that 
households headed by single African American women or single Latinos are at a slightly 
higher risk of poverty (40.2 percent and 40.4 percent, respectively) (bread.org, 2016). In 
developing countries, FHHs consist mostly of working class women who contribute 
significantly to their families’ incomes. Moreover, the reasons for female-headship vary 
(Buvnic & Gupta, 1997: 260). Female-heads in developed countries tend to be single, 
educated women who choose to be alone and raise their children on their own; whereas 
the majority of those in developing countries tend to be uneducated, never married, or 
widows (Rogan, 2012). While this research provides us with details on the gendered, 
classified and racialised nature of FHHs, it does very little to shed light on the existing 
livelihood strategies of these households. 
The gendered nature and dynamics of FHHs are equally evident in the European 
experience in which males were perceived as the heads of households.  During the post-
war period (after 1999), women were believed to have faced the disadvantage of forced 
family disintegration that arose from a war. The latter left many without the traditional male 
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breadwinner, due to the death toll, ethnic cleansing, and damaged family-based social 
networks in European countries (Smajic & Ermacora, 2017).  The increase in households 
headed by women at the end of the war was attributed to “extensive destruction, 
atrocities, social and labour market disruption for many adult males, and a decline in the 
overall standard of living which led to even more women joining the labour markets” 
(Smajic & Ermacora, 2017: 69).  During the period of the Bosnian war (1992 to 1999), an 
estimated 42 percent returnees of war lived in FHHs (United Nations, 2004). This change 
in trend led to the emergence of more FHHs in European countries. According to the 
United Nations (2017: 7) “households headed by women are most common in Northern 
America (with a median proportion of 47 percent), followed by Europe (37 percent), Latin 
America and the Caribbean (34 percent) and Oceania (33 percent). The median 
prevalence of female-headed households is much lower in Africa (27 percent) and lowest 
in Asia (19 percent)”.   
During the 1980s in Latin America, due to the dual process of industrialisation and 
urbanisation – with their associated increase in labour mobility – FHHs were usually 
considered a largely 'urban phenomenon' (Brydon & Chant, 1989: 145; Bradshaw, 1995). 
Furthermore, evidence shows that up to 60 percent more FHHs existed in urban areas 
than in rural areas, in Latin America, during that period (Bradshaw, 1995). Datta and 
Mcllwaine (2000) note that households take many different forms that vary according to 
their location, and change over time. “While estimates of the proportion of households 
headed by women are inaccurate, figures suggest that 14-30 per cent of households in 
Latin America and 25-45 per cent of households in the Caribbean are headed by women, 
rising to over 50 per cent in some parts of urban Africa and Latin America” (Chant, 1997, 
as cited in Datta & Mcllwaine, 2000: 40). The formation of women-headed households 
can be attributed to a number of factors that affect the population, “including male and 
female infidelity, male alcohol abuse, intra-family violence, and international migration” 
(Datta & Mcllwaine, 2000:42). Moreover, the development of FHHs has also been 
influenced by a range of factors associated with the armed conflict of the 1980s. An 
example of such factors is the high incidence of rape during the conflict. The systematic 
inhumane act of raping women and girls was used as a deliberate weapon of war that, in 
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some cases, resulted in women falling pregnant and eventually giving birth to children 
whom they had to raise on their own.  
 
3.2.2. The African context  
 
FHHs are a growing phenomenon in Africa. It is maintained by international bodies and 
numerous Third World governments that the growth of the socioeconomic status of 
women must be part of the development effort; yet in many Third World countries rural 
poverty and the unequal distribution of available productive resources continue to cause 
heavy rural-urban and international migration by men, thereby, creating a large number 
of female-headed households (Kossoudji & Mueller, 1983: 831). According to van de 
Walle (2015), nearly one in four households in Africa is headed by a woman. Beegle et 
al. (2016) observe that Africa has a large and rising share of FHHs. For Milazzo and van 
de Walle (2017), 26 percent of all households in Africa are headed by women, 
representing 21 percent of Africa’s population. West Africa has the lowest prevalence of 
FHHs – with one out of five households being headed by a woman and accounting for 15 
percent of the population. This reflects the continuing practices of polygamy and the high 
remarriage rate of widows. The nature of FHHs reveals their gendered dynamics. For 
example, in past centuries, after the death of her husband, a widow had to be remarried 
to her brother-in-law. This practice aimed to keep the wealth within the family and to 
ensure that the widow and her dependents were maintained (Thomas, 2008). However, 
should the widow disagree with this practice, she was denied any inheritance and was 
often thrown out of their household. Such customs still exist in certain African patriarchal 
societies that practice strict tradition. However, this contrasts with the nature of 
households in the Nnobi society in which women heads had wealth. Amadiume (1987: 
27-28) concludes that in Nnobi societies, 
“…there was, therefore, a dual-sex organisational principle behind the structure of 
the economy, which was supported by various gender ideologies. These principles 
and ideologies governed the economic activities of men and women. They also 
governed access to wealth, and prescribed achievement-based statuses and 
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roles, such as titles and the accumulation of wives, which, in the indigenous 
society, brought power, prestige and more wealth. However, a flexible gender 
system mediated the dual-sex organisational principle”.   
The economic structure in Nbobi societies foregrounded industriousness and 
matrifocality. A hard-working woman was highly praised and had high prestige, wealth 
and power. Amadiume (1987) notes that men and women occupied different spheres 
within the economic structure. Wealth for men consisted in possessing houses, many 
wives and daughters (who would bring in-laws), livestock, voluntary and involuntary titles, 
farms, and ancestral compounds. Conversely, wealth for women included livestock, fowls, 
dogs, rich yields in farm and garden crops, many daughters who would bring in-laws and 
presents, as well as many wealthy and influential sons. Moreover, women in Nnobi 
societies could inherit wealth from husbands and fathers who passed away; widows were 
highly prestigious, because they inherited wealth in addition to the one they already 
possessed, achieving more status in society.  
Chingono (2015) observes the existence of matrilineal gender relations in pre-colonial 
Mozambique. The Mozambican war period (1977-1992) forced women into headship. 
During this war period, Mozambican women assumed household headship, although they 
were not permanent household heads. In other words, they headed households in the 
absent of their war veteran husbands (Chingono, 2015). Moreover, in cases where their 
husbands died during the war, they were forced to take over as the main providers within 
their households. Chingono (2015) contrasts that while the war may have exacerbated 
women’s subjection and marginalisation; it also indirectly empowered them by creating 
conditions that made it easy for them to break free from patriarchal control. Similarly, Hall 
(1990) argued that during the Second World War, women’s roles changed as they took 
over the formerly male responsibilities of providing for their households financially.   
A closer link exists among the socio-economic dynamics of FHHs. In the colonial period, 
FHHs in Southern Africa became more visible with the introduction of the regional colonial 
migrant labour system. Chitala (1987, as cited in Nedziwe, 2017) highlights that during 
the colonial era, migrants (mostly males) travelled across national borders to work in the 
mines of countries such as Namibia, Botswana and Zambia. Subsequently, they would 
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send remittances to the families they had left behind; their wives would be responsible for 
managing the households in their absence. Nedziwe (2017) indicates that the colonial 
migrant system was gendered, because only men were recruited in the mines and 
plantations. Despite the strict immigration laws imposed on women based on a migrant 
labour system characterised by gendered marginalisation and discrimination, women 
resisted these colonial laws. Women from the southern African region crossed borders 
illegally to find work after being denied permits, despite the harsh conditions they had to 
endure. This signals women’s resistance against the gendered colonial policies, in an 
endeavour to ensure their livelihood. Likewise, Osie-Hwedie (1998) observes that in the 
early 1990s, in economies where migrant labour was predominant such as those of 
Botswana and Lesotho or economies undergoing a crisis such as those of Zambia and 
Zimbabwe, female-heads emerged. This is because their husbands had migrated to 
neighbouring countries for employment, or had been retrenched, or had abandoned their 
families due to economic hardships. These assumptions link headship to the gendered 
notion that a man is naturally the head of a household.  
Sub-Saharan Africa remains the poorest of all African regions, with an unequal share of 
FHHs across the continent.  Southern Africa is reported to have the highest rate – at 43 
percent – of both FHHs and population living in FHHs (Milazzo & van de Walle, 2017). 
Research data from the World Bank (2014) showed that South Africa has the highest 
FHHs percentage of 42 percent, followed by Zimbabwe with 35 percent, Malawi with 27 
percent, Mozambique and Swaziland with 21 percent, and Tanzania with 20 percent. 
Disparate proportions of FHHs may be attributed to labour migration as well as growing 
industrialisation and urbanisation (Chant, 2015). Women in Southern Africa represent 
over 50 percent of the population (World Bank, 2014). More women than men exist in 
society due to women’s high survival rates. Hence, so many women often have children 
out of wedlock, or become widows and do not remarry. Several scholars have shown that 
the high incidence of FHHs may also be linked to high levels of gender-based violence, 
especially in South Africa (Evans, 2014; Klasen, Stephan, Lechtenfeld, Tobias, Povel & 
Felix, 2014; Chant, 2015). According to Preller (2016), one out of every six women is 
regularly assaulted by her partner. Hence, she may choose to leave the relationship and 
start a new life on her own, resulting in a high prevalence of FHHs.  
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Furthermore, women tend to be concentrated in low-paying jobs, because they have 
fewer educational attainments and skills than their male counterparts do. However, FHHs 
in Botswana seem not to fit into the vulnerable group to which most FHHs in Africa are 
deemed to belong (Moepeng & Tisdell, 2008). It is estimated that 55 percent of 
households in Botswana are headed by women, the majority of whom fall between the 
middle and upper classes. This reveals the class nature of FHHs. Equally, in the case of 
Bostwana, some influential factors relate to the population. Botswana has disparate 
proportions of males and females, due to the gendered labour migration. For Kossoudji 
and Mueller (1983: 832), “male out-migration is particularly extensive in rural Botswana 
because of its proximity to the South African labor market and its poor agricultural 
endowment”. Some scholars have suggested the existence of more men than women in 
Botswana, because men often travelled to neighbouring Southern African countries, 
mostly to South Africa, to find work (Driel, 1994). According to Kossoudji and Mueller 
(1983), migration in Botswana is a sex- and age-selective process; and, as of 1971, 80 
percent of those who were absent from the country were men while 20 percent were 
women.  
Other narratives note that women in Botswana migrated to cities in search of their 
husbands who travelled to work as miners and never returned. Bonner suggests that 
women migrated to maintain their marriages (Rogan, 2011; Bonner, 1990). Those who 
were rejected by their husbands vowed never to depend on men again, undertaking to 
fend for themselves and their children. The biggest contributor to the high prevalence of 
FHHs in Southern African countries is the migrant labour system.  
 
3.2.3. The South African context 
 
Early academic literature about FHHs in South Africa is traceable as far back as the 1930s 
(Walker, 1995). Pauw (1962), Bonner (1990), and Biettel (1992) suggest that it goes as 
far back as several decades in the twentieth century. As in other parts of Southern Africa, 
FHHs emerged in South Africa during the colonial migrant labour system, when males 
often left their families in rural areas to work in the mines in urban areas. Conversely, in 
47 
 
the colonial era, women in rural areas relied on agriculture for their livelihoods. According 
to the Department of Health’s Medical Research Council (2007), women head nearly half 
of all households in South Africa. Similar to most countries in Africa, the primary reasons 
for female-headship include male labour migration and non-marriage (Posel, 2001). 
Although female-headship in this context is connected to “historical patterns of patriarchy 
and apartheid” that are unique to South Africa, female-headship is increasingly connected 
to “contemporary macro-economic conditions” (Goebel et al., 2010: 578) and the 
premature deaths of men caused by HIV/AIDS (Gilbert et al., 2010). 
Following the abolishment of apartheid era 1994, South Africa experienced a gradual 
change in the dynamics of FHHs. It has recently witnessed a rise in FHHs in urban areas, 
which may be attributed to the fact that more women are suddenly becoming 
independent. Rogan (2011) argues that apartheid’s segregation policies separated black 
families, thus preventing the development of nuclear households (Bozzoli, 1983). Those 
that developed were just too weak (Russel, 2003). Apartheid prevented black families 
from living together and promoted FHHs in cities and rural areas; hence, the high 
prevalence of FHHs in South Africa. Apartheid contributed to the high percentage of 
broken homes among black communities. It left a legacy of FHHs. However, Osie-Hwedie 
(1998) contends that the growth of FHHs in the South African context can be attributed 
to factors such as single-parenthood, bearing children outside marriage, the deaths of 
husbands that leave widows in charge of households, marriage breakdowns leading to 
divorce, and polygamous marriages that make each wife responsible for her household.  
Nwosu and Ndinda (2018) maintain that South Africa is a good example in analysing the 
relationship among poverty, female-headship, and employment. The South African case 
reveals the class and gendered nature of FHHs. It has been widely documented by the 
World Bank (2018) that the incidence of poverty in South Africa is too high for such an 
upper middle-income country. Moreover, South Africa has a very high unemployment 
rate. The official unemployment rate as at the fourth quarter of 2017 was 26 percent, with 
a higher rate among women (Stats SA, 2018). The prevalence of FHHs has generally 
been on the rise, with earlier studies indicating that FHHs have higher poverty prevalence 
than male-headed households (MHHs) (Posel & Rogan, 2012). The black African and 
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coloured racial groups contribute the bigger proportion of FHHs, together. In 1998, about 
41.9 percent of households in South Africa were headed by females (World Bank, 2020). 
This study examined the experiences of FHHs and their livelihood strategies in terms of 
their levels of industriousness, resistance, and persistence in the socio-economic domain 
in the Eikenhof informal settlement, a predominantly black area discussed in detail below. 
The bulk of the studies on FHHs in the post-apartheid South Africa have revealed a link 
between poverty and FHHs. These studies indicate that although FHHs are poorer than 
MHHs, their poverty differentials have widened (Posel & Rogan, 2011; Bhorat & 
Westthuizen, 2010; Posel & Rogan, 2012). It has been noted that, “In 1999, for example, 
65.8 per cent of females lived in poor households compared to only 61.3 per cent of males 
(according to measure III). Between 1997 and 2006, trends in poverty rates by gender 
are similar to overall trends, with headcount ratios rising for both males and females from 
1997 to 1999 and then falling in 2004 and 2006” (Rogan, 2012: 105).  Some scholars 
further reveal the economic dynamics of FHHs. These scholars argue that FHHs are 
vulnerable because they tend to be larger, they support more children, and because 
female-heads are less likely to be employed and if they do, they generally earn lower 
wages than their male counterparts (Ray, 2000; Wooland, 2002; May et al., 1998). In 
South Africa, most FHHs either are concentrated in lower-earning brackets because they 
contain fewer employed members and because of the difference between male and 
female earnings (Posel, 2001), or they tend to be larger and more likely to have heads 
who are unemployed (Dungumaro, 2008). Income earned by female-heads may have a 
smaller impact in reducing poverty (Posel & Rogan, 2011; 2012), because females earn 
a relatively lesser income than males. Moreover, most females are employed in low-
skilled jobs and earn wages (Smajic & Ermacora, 2007). The concentration of women in 
low-skilled jobs may point to the gendered nature of work, as well as class dynamics. 
 
3.3. The case of the Eikenhof informal settlement 
 
South Africa has a number of informal settlement areas. In Johannesburg, as of 2019, 
almost two hundred informal settlements have been recorded (Integrated Development 
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Plan, 2019). This study focuses particularly on the Eikenhof informal settlement located 
in the Eikenhof farm, about 25km from the Johannesburg (JHB) Central Business District 
(CBD) towards Vereeninging and Lenasia. Eikenhof is characterised by informal 
dwellings such as demarcated forms of housing, poor standards of living, as well as the 
lack of sanitation and services; this area is vulnerable to marginalisation. This informal 
settlement was selected because it mirrors other informal settlements in South Africa. 
Moreover, it is one of the largest settlements within the researcher’s reach. Its choice is 
also reasonable in terms of the resources required to conduct a research that would allow 
the scholar to immerse herself in the communities forming this informal settlement. 
It is important to note that the researcher was directed to this informal settlement by an 
informant who used to reside in the area – before relocating to Legae, a township situated 
a few kilometres from the Eikenhof informal settlement. This informant was helpful as she 
facilitated access into the area and liaised with the participants. The Eikenhof informal 
settlement is relatively far from commercial centres that could offer employment 
opportunities, putting residents at an economic disadvantage. Moreover, transport to 
commercial areas is a problem; residents have to hitchhike from Vereeninging or Lenasia 
to the nearest residential area where they can board taxis to JHB CBD. The Eikenhof 
informal settlement is an isolated semi-rural and semi-urban area. With this informal 
settlement being located around farms, one would assume that households have diverse 
livelihoods. However, the reality is that FHHs within the area remain more constrained 
than MHHs.  
As with other informal settlements, residents of the Eikenhof informal settlement seem to 
be forgotten, or rather neglected, by the system. The researcher only discovered the 
existence of this informal settlement while doing in-service learning at the Joint Aid 
Management (JAM) in 2017. She met a woman from Kenya, who was the principal of a 
home-based early development centre (crèche) in the area and a household-head in her 
own right. The woman explained how difficult it was to care for the children, because 
some of the parents and guardians did not pay fees. This was due to their struggles as 
household heads. She indicated that sometimes, she cares for some children for weeks, 
when their mothers went away to “make money”. It struck the researcher how difficult life 
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seemed for FHHs in the area. This sparked her interest to explore how such households 
deal with their experiences of poverty and remain persistent in their livelihood strategies. 
This evoked so many unanswered questions that needed to be explored. These birthed 
the research question: What are the experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement, as well as the livelihood strategies that enable them to navigate their spaces? 
Viswambhanrann and Priya (2019) observe that a research methodology is directed by 
the questions raised and the methods applied.  
 
 Research methodology  
 
A qualitative methodology allows us to question our reality.  Moharajan (2018: 2) notes 
that, “It is exploratory, and seeks to explain ‘how’ and ‘why’ a particular social 
phenomenon, or program, operates the way it does in a particular context”. The main 
paradigms within qualitative research are positivist, interpretive, and critical paradigms 
(Punch, 2013). Qualitative research is used to explore the behaviour, perspectives, 
feelings and experiences of people as well as what lies at the core of their lives 
(Moharajan, 2018). Hence, the study adopted an interpretivist approach to exploring the 
experiences of FHHs and their livelihood strategies in socio-economic domains of the 
study area. Atkinson, Coffey & Delamont (2001) stress that the basis of qualitative 
research is its interpretive approach to social reality that involves the description of the 
lived experiences of human beings. The qualitative research methodology enabled the 
researcher to examine the lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement, 
and to create linkages to both the South African and global contexts. Due to its exploratory 
nature (Moharajan, 2018: 2), the feelings, perspectives, insights and behaviours of the 
research participants were explored (Straus & Cobin, 2008; Levitt., Motulsky, Wertz, 
Morrow, & Ponterotto (2017); Tong, Flemming, McInnes, Oliver, & Craig, 2012). This 
allowed the researcher to report on the lived experiences of the female-heads’, from their 
own perspectives. Therefore, the unit of study consisted of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement from which a sample was drawn from the population. Fifteen participants were 
interviewed. The reason for this choice was because data from qualitative research is 
51 
 
very rich and this was manageable and convenient for the researcher due to limited time 
and the lack of funds.  
The aim of the research was to examine how FHHs’ livelihood strategies shaped their 
lived experiences in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The study drew on the sustainable 
livelihoods scholarship (DFID, 1999; Rakodi & Lloyds, 2002) in the Development Studies 
discourse, conceptions embodied in Ifi Amadiume’s definition of matrifocality (Amadiume, 
1987), as well as the works of Oweyumi (1997) and Magadla (2016). Because these view 
women as industrious, resistant and persistent, they foster the development of a 
framework of thinking that helps to explain the experiences of FHHs, their relationship to 
poverty, and their livelihood strategies. Thus, semi-structured interviews were used for 
data collection, because they are flexible and allow the researcher to probe for more 
insight. The researcher also conducted two focus group interviews, to delve into the 
shared meanings, experiences, and thoughts (Lopez & Whitehead, 2013:137). Academic 
literature indicates that FHHs are a heterogeneous group and that poverty is multi-
dimensional in nature. Hence, focus group interviews enable access to different views, 
beliefs, experiences of poverty, and livelihood strategies (Rabbie, 2004).   
Furthermore, the researcher acknowledged that her positionality as a female, black post-
graduate student could influence the type of data gathered. In essence, it is in the nature 
of participants to feel the need to sugar coat things, especially if they feel inferior. For 
example, they might feel the need to report what they think the researcher wants to hear. 
Hence, in this case, observation was very useful because features of poverty are visible 
to the naked eye, a researcher can validate responses to surroundings. Participant 
observation has been described as a means by which the researcher engages in a 
“process of learning through exposure to or involvement within the day-to-day routine 
activities of participants in the research setting” (Schensul, Schensul & LeCompte, 1999: 
91). Observation may be a more powerful tool than interviews in illuminating mismatches 
between what participants say and what they do. Some scholars have emphasised the 
importance of utilising participant observation to understand the world from the 
respondents’ viewpoint (Angrosino, 2004; Taylor & Bogdan, 1989). Consent forms were 
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signed to grant the researcher permission to record all the discussions. The researcher 
used her phone to record the conversations, and then had the data transcribed. 
The themes were subsequently identified from the transcribed data and analysed using 
thematic analysis. The researcher interpreted the themes to make sense of the data, 
instead of merely summarising them. This helped to identify emerging patterns and other 
important or interesting data that were used to address the research objectives and draw 
conclusions (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework 
for doing a thematic analysis was followed (see table below). The first step in any 
qualitative analysis is reading and re-reading the transcripts to become familiar with the 
data. The second step involves organising the data in a meaningful and systematic way. 
In step three, the researcher searches for themes in the gathered data, as well as 
anything significant or interesting. The fourth step consists in reviewing, modifying and 
developing the preliminary themes identified in step three, as well as checking if they 
make sense. The fifth step is the final refinement of the themes; its aim is to “...identify 
the ‘essence’ of what each theme is about” (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 92). The sixth and 
final step is the write-up. This assists in coding the collected data into broad themes, to 
ensure an exhaustive and rich analysis. 
 
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework for doing a thematic analysis 
 
Step 1: Become familiar with the data Step 4: Review themes 
Step 2: Generate initial codes Step 5: Define themes 
Step 3: Search for themes Step 6: Write-up 
 
The trustworthiness of the data was ensured by paraphrasing the responses given by the 
participants, before capturing them into field-notes, to ensure that the participants were 
not misunderstood or misrepresented. Lopez and Whitehead (2013: 130) underscore that 
repeating what the participant has said, without changing the meaning, assists with 
understanding and clarity and acts as a further prompt. Moreover, in instances where I 
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did not understand something, I probed for more insight, or I rephrased the questions to 
ensure that they were easier to understand.  
Prior to this study, the researcher obtained ethical clearance from the University of 
Johannesburg Faculty of Humanities Higher Degrees Committee (FHDC) and the 
research was approved with minor changes in May 2018. The research did no harm to its 
participants. Before conducting the interviews, informed consent was obtained. It was 
clearly stated in the consent form that participation was voluntary and that the participants 
could withdraw from the study at any point – should they feel uncomfortable to continue. 
The research data were treated with confidentiality and the identities of participants were 
protected by referring to them as Research participant number one, Research participant 
number two, Research participant number three, and so forth. Moreover, those who gave 
permission to be recorded were given a separate sheet to sign, in addition to the official 
consent form. The participants were not deceived in any way. The researcher stated that 
they would not be remunerated for their participation in the study, from the onset.  
 
 Researcher’s experiences 
 
Going into a community as an outsider is a limitation on its own. The researcher had 
difficulty identifying FHHs within the Eikenhof informal settlement community; thus, she 
had to rely extensively on referrals. The positionality of the researcher as a black female 
Masters student interviewing predominantly black female household-heads made it 
challenging to obtain unbiased responses. Some people do not feel comfortable telling 
strangers about their vulnerabilities, especially those whom they perceive as inferior to 
them. The topic is personal to the researcher who was singlehandedly raised by a female 
head; as such, the researcher already had insights into the manner in which their 
livelihood strategies shape the lived experiences of FHHs. However, she ensured that 
she was not biased and reported on the lived truths of her research participants instead 
of her own experiences, opinions, and prejudices. Another limitation was commuting to 
the study area; because the researcher personally funded the research, she could not 




 Demographics of the research participants 
 
The sections below show the demographics of the research participants. These include 
the participants’ age, marital status, educational level, occupation, and the number of 
dependents they have. The mixture of different types of FHHs and the variety of age 
groups among the female-heads were used to ensure a holistic view of what FHHs are 
and how their members experience them.  
 Legend tables  
Table 1: Participants selected through the snowballing method 






status Occupation NoD 
P1 B 65 D PE UE Pensioner    5 
P2 B 49 D NFE SE Street vendor    4 
P3 B 35 NM HS SE Hair dresser    5 
P4 B 24 SN M E Cleaner    3 
P5 B 44 SP NFE E Clerk    3 
P6 B 41 NM M TE Domestic worker    3 
P7 B 48 NM PE SE Spaza shop owner    3 
P8 C 42 SN PE UE Nanny    5 
P9 B 78 D PE UE Pensioner    5 
                
Note: P1 represents participant 1, B represents Black and C represents Coloured, D represents Divorced, NM 
represents Never Married, SN represents Single, SP represents Separated, PE represents Primary Education, NFE 
represents No Formal Education, HS represents High School, M represents Matric, UE represents Unemployed, SE 
represents Self-employed, E represents Employed, TE represents Temporary Employment.  
Table 1 above summarises the demographic information of the participants selected 
through the snowballing method. The researcher relied on referrals by the purposively 
selected FHHs. The table shows that the majority of the participants were black. The 
Eikenhof informal settlement is a predominately-black area. Most of the female-heads 
were either divorced or unmarried (above 30 percent), 22 percent were single, and 11 
percent were separated from their partners. The age group of the respondents ranged 
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from 24 to 78 years. Moreover, above 40 percent of the participants stated that they had 
primary education, 22 percent had no formal education, 10 percent held a matric 
certificate, and 11 percent reported having high school education. The participants were 
involved in diverse economic activities. Two participants were pensioners. Table 2 below 
shows the data for the participants purposively selected.  
 
Table 2: Participants selected through purposive sampling  
 
Note: P1 represents Participant 1, B represents Black and C represents Coloured, D represents Divorced, NM 
represents Never Married, SN represents Single, SP represents Separated, PE represents Primary Education, NFE 
represents No Formal Education, HS represents High School, M represents Matric, UE represents Unemployed, SE 









Abbreviation Race Age Marital status Educational levelEmployment status Occupation NoD
P10 B 27 NM M UE N/A 2
P11 B 48 NM NFE TE Cleaner 4
P12 B 41 NM M UE N/A 4
P13 B 32 SN HS UE N/A 3
P14 B 50 D NFE E Careciger 6
P15 B 37 SN HS UE N/A 4
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Employment is a very important factor in achieving household food security and 
alleviating poverty. FHHs are marginalised because their heads are unemployed or do 
not have better-paying jobs. The pie chart above shows the employment status of the 
participants. Forty-seven percent of the participants indicated that they were unemployed. 
This means that they were not engaged in any income-generating activity and relied on 
their pensions and social grants. Twenty percent of the participants mentioned that they 
were employed or self-employed. Thirty percent of the participants stated that they were 







EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF FHHS IN EIKENHOF INFORMAL 
SETTLEMENT
Employed Unemployed Self-employed Temporary employement
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The level of education influences one’s chances of securing employment. A bulk of the 
literature has shown that FHHs are poorer because of their heads’ lack of education that 
causes them to be highly concentrated in low-paying jobs that require fewer skills. Le 
Bruyns and Pauw (2004: 205-206) emphasise that without appropriate education or 
training, employment opportunities are limited. The findings of this study support this 
point. The pie chart above shows the educational level of the female household-heads in 
the Eikenhof informal settlement. None of the participants had any tertiary education. 
Thirty-three percent of the participants stated that they had primary education, 10 percent 





LEVEL OF EDUCATION OF FEMALE HEADS IN EIKENHOF 
INFORMAL SETTLEMENT
Primary education No formal education High school Matric
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The majority of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement are concentrated in low-paying 
jobs; consequently, they occupy a low socioeconomic status. This study established a 
link between the low socioeconomic status of these female-heads and their educational 
levels. Most of the female-heads in the study area do not have tertiary qualifications, with 
the majority having primary or no formal education. The study also found that FHHs 
whose heads had matric or high schooling were less vulnerable than others were. Hence, 
the high concentration of unsustainable livelihood strategies among the female-heads 
within the study area. The study also uncovered that a significant number of female 
household-heads were unemployed and resorted to the informal economy as a survival 
strategy. Moreover, it was revealed that some households engaged in the informal 
economy as a way of augmenting their main sources of income. It was also discovered 
that social protection played a very significant role among FHHs, especially as a safety 
net against the vulnerability to poverty. Social capital in the form of social networks equally 





This chapter discussed the evolution of FHHs, from the global to the South African 
context, in the period from 1970 to present. The chapter showed that the evolution of 
FHHs points to their gendered nature and the vulnerability of women, as well as how 
FHHs’ livelihood strategies shape their lived experiences over time. The chapter also 
examined the social and economic status of women and introduced the case study. The 
methodology was also discussed. The literature shows the gendered nature of the 
narratives regarding FHHs and their representation. The main narrative focuses on a view 
of FHHs as poverty-burdened, overlooking their livelihood strategies. However, evidence 
shows FHHs’ industriousness, persistence, and resistance in colonial and post-colonial 
Africa. For years, women have resisted systems designed to oppress them and have 
defied all odds to occupy some leadership space within society – notably in household 
headship. A commonality was evident in terms of the evolution of FHHs across the globe. 
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Chapter 4: Lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement 
   
4.1. Introduction  
 
“Other people may see me as poor but I don’t regard myself as poor. Instead I see 
myself as a very strong and independent woman. I have survived ten years of abuse, 
being treated like a prisoner and slave by my partner, not being able to work, being 
dictated on how to care for my children, who to befriend and what time I should be at 
home. What is poverty? I have a shelter on my head, I am able to provide my children 
and send them to school, I have freedom to do anything at my own time.” 
(Focus group interviews no 1, 2019). 
 
The previous chapter discussed the evolution of FHHs, from a global to a South African 
context. The chapter showed that the evolution of FHHs unveils the gendered nature of 
narratives about FHHs and the latter’s vulnerability. The chapter also revealed that 
narratives on FHHs portrayed them predominantly as burdened by poverty, overlooking 
their livelihood strategies. Hence, this study undertook to examine the lived experiences 
and livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The study argues 
that the experiences of FHHs transcend binaries and the fixed poverty-burden narrative 
dominant in much of the academic discourse and policy debates. The findings of the study 
revealed that FHHs remain industrious, resistant and persistent even in the hardest of 
times. Despite the vulnerabilities of FHHs and the gendered nature of poverty, women 
heading houses have demonstrated high levels of resistance to poverty, industriousness, 
and persistence by adopting various livelihood strategies.  This chapter discusses the 
lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement.  
 




In the academic discourse, FHHs are understood as “situations where an adult woman 
(usually with children) resides without a male partner (or, in some cases, in the absence 
of another adult male such as a father or brother)” (Chant, 2003: 70). Moreover, FHHs 
may be divided into two categories, de jure and de facto FHHs (Chant, 2004). A de jure 
FHH is one in which the female head is not attached to a male partner (e.g. never married, 
widowed, or divorced/separated). Conversely, a de facto FHH is one where the female 
head is either married but not living with her partner, or has a partner who is a migrant 
worker (Rogan, 2012). In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study found a 
mix of both de jure and de facto FHHs. However, the majority of the female-heads were 
not attached to any adult males. In this regard, one participant noted: 
“I live with my sick father who has temporarily lost his jobs and I am the 
breadwinner” (Research participant no 4, 2019).  
Another participant foregrounded her widow status as she observed: 
“I am a widow and I live with my children” (Research participant no 7, 2019). 
Yet another FHH evoked her separation when she confided: 
“I have recently separated with my husband and I live with my children” (Research 
participant no 5, 2019).  
Amadiume (1987) argues that women derived power and high self-esteem from a 
matrifocal culture. She highlights a widespread revival of matriarchal or matrifocal 
households in some Nnobi societies headed by economically independent women who 
have visiting husbands or lovers. Most of these are either graduates, traders, or business 
contractors. Regarding the FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study found that 
the culture of visiting boyfriends/lovers was common, especially among younger female-
heads. The study established that the presence of these males did not necessarily 
remove the power of these female-heads. Visiting partners played a minimal role within 
the households; the female-heads in the study area assumed all responsibilities 
concerning the economic structure of their households. One participant noted her 
financial independence thus: 
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“I am not married, I live with my children and I have a boyfriend who visits but not 
too often. I am a very independent woman and I am used to doing things for myself 
and my children” (Research participant no 6, 2019).  
This was echoed by another participant who observed: 
“I am not married and I am still young. I have a boyfriend and I prefer him to visit 
rather than for him to live with us. I can provide things for myself and children and 
he knows and understands this. Having him around does not mean that I stop 
doing what I do, he does play the father figure role to my children but he knows his 
limits, I am the one who knows what is best for my children therefore, I have the 
final say in their lives and he does not interfere with this” (Research participant no 
3, 2019).  
The study found that not having a cohabiting male-partner was a deliberate choice made 
by most female-heads. In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, the majority of the 
female-heads, especially the older generation, chose to remain single and focus on their 
children as well as attaining livelihoods for their families. This is because maintaining 
romantic relationships required commitment. In this regard, one participant noted: 
“My children needed me more than anything, sometimes in life you have to swallow 
a bitter pill and accept your new reality. It was a choice for me to remain single 
because men like controlling and I am very independent and used to not having 
anyone tell me what to do or comment on my parenting skills. I decided to put all 
my energy on my children rather than to chase men” (Research participant no 14, 
2019).  
The imperative to put children first is reiterated by another participant who revealed: 
“After a lot of self-introspection I chose singlehood because I saw that dating was 
not good for me as a mother who is raising girls. I was not happy with introducing 
my children to different boyfriends who had no intention of staying in our lives. I 
saw that by bringing different men to our home, I was exposing my children to 
dangers such as abuse and violence. I had to teach my girls that nothing was as 
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important as loving yourself and being able to stand on your own” (Research 
participant no 11, 2019.  
Focusing on building one’s home and caring for children also featured prominently in one 
focus group: 
“When you have children your priorities change, you are no longer responsible for 
yourself only but you have to be responsible for their lives as well. When I 
separated with my children’s father I made a choice to remain single because men 
are also a huge responsibility; you need to cook for them and wash for them and 
this was too much work because I hardly have time. Also, I wanted to set a good 
example to my children and wanted to avoid having to introduce them to different 
men. My work is very demanding hence, I chose to focus on providing for then and 
building a safe home for them.”  (Focus group interview no 2, 2019).  
The study uncovered that the presence or absence of a male partner in a FHH did not 
necessarily have an effect on the economic structure of the household. FHHs with absent 
male-partners functioned as effectively as those that had male-partners. The presence or 
absence of male-partners made no difference because the female-heads were very 
industrious and maintained their power within the household – even when males were 
temporarily present. The presence of a male partner did not change the responsibilities 
and position occupied by female-heads within their households. Moreover, the absence 
of male-partners did not negatively affect FHHs’ ability to take care of their households. 
In other words, even in the presence of male figures, female-heads were able to provide 
for their families. Thus, eroding stereotypes suggesting that women can only take care of 
families when male figures are absent. The study established that there is more to poverty 
and FHHs than meets the eye.  
 
4.3. FHHs and poverty 
 
A close link between FHHs and poverty has been established in the literature. Growing 
discourse in this context suggests that FHHs are more vulnerable to poverty than MHHs 
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(Clark, 1984). Similarly, Green (2010) postulates that poverty wears a woman’s face and 
FHHs are a vulnerable group. Some scholars view gender and poverty as controversial; 
nonetheless, it is widely acknowledged that women bear an unequal share of poverty 
(Horell & Krishnan, 2006). This has perpetuated a poverty-burden narrative regarding the 
representation of FHHs. This study found that female-heads had mixed experiences 
pertaining to their lack of or ability to access the necessary socio-economic resources to 
sustain their livelihood. For instance, those who highlighted their dire conditions cited their 
inability to access employment opportunities. The majority of the participants noted that 
securing employment with minimal educational attainments was extremely difficult; 
hence, the close link between poverty and unemployment among FHHs. One participant 
noted: 
“I feel like a useless mother, especially when I am unable to provide the basic 
necessities for my children. It is very sad to watch your children cry for things when 
you don’t have money to buy for them. At the moment I don’t have a job; I have 
been searching for employment but there are no jobs. I feel like such a failure. I 
can’t even give my children a proper home…” (Research participant no 12, 2019). 
Another participant corroborated the family-responsibility burden that rests on the 
shoulders of female-heads when she indicated that: 
“Everyone in this this household is my responsibility. When there is no money or 
food, all the responsibility rests on me and as a mother I have to do something. 
Even if it means doing the filthiest jobs like working for disrespectful young girls 
that make you wash their panties or selling your body for money; you have to do it 
because you have no choice…” (Research participant no 14, 2019).  
The study also found that some FHHs who had a difficult start eventually overcame their 
challenges and developed the ability to provide for their families.  Adato, Carter & May 
(2004) suggest that although FHHs are generally perceived as living in poverty, they do 
not regard themselves as poor. During one focus group interview, one participant noted 
that, “I am not poor, I struggle all I can to put food on the table” (Focus group interviews 
no 1, 2019). 
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Similarly, another participant in the focus group indicated: 
“...My children and I do not have much with but we are able to access the basics; 
my babies are fed and clothed […] we never go to bed hungry, they have access 
to education - That is all we ask for” (Focus group interview no 1, 2019). 
Yet another participant underscored her positive self-image and independence thus: 
“Other people may see me as poor but I don’t regard myself as poor. Instead I see 
myself as a very strong and independent woman. I have survived ten years of 
abuse, being treated like a prisoner and slave by my partner, not being able to 
work, being dictated on how to care for my children, who to befriend and what time 
I should be at home. What is poverty? I have a shelter on my head, I am able to 
provide my children and send them to school, I have freedom to do anything at my 
own time.” (Focus group interviews no 1, 2019). 
Buvinic and Gupta (1997) have suggested that female-heads are constrained variously 
in socio-economic areas. They cite three factors that determine the prevalence of FHHs 
among the poor. Firstly, FHHs are vulnerable to poverty because they support more 
dependants; as such, they are burdened by a higher ratio of non-working adults. 
Secondly, female-heads earn lower wages, own fewer assets, and have lesser access to 
remunerative jobs and productive resources than their male-counterparts. Finally, female-
heads are time constrained, since they have to combine productive activities with the 
burden of household chores. In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study 
found that FHHs’ livelihoods were constrained by having children, because this meant 
extra mouths to feed. The study also discovered that although the presence of 
dependants meant an extra burden, it often forced women to be very industrious and 
persistent regarding their livelihoods. Having more children gave the women-heads 
motivation to work even harder, even in instances where they earned low wages. These 
women often engaged in multiple livelihood strategies to sustain their households or 
family’s needs. Engaging in multiple livelihood strategies limited the amount of time that 
these women-heads had to perform other duties (reproductive labour). One focus group 
interview participant affirmed that: 
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“Everything that I do is for my children. They motivate me to wake up every morning 
and work hard. They are my strength, even during days where I am burnt-out and 
I do not even feel like going to work they give me strength to wake up. I endured 
so many rainy and cold days working on the streets because nothing brings me 
joy like seeing my children having everything they need.” (Focus group interviews 
no 1, 2019).  
Another research participant echoed the motivational dimension of having children when 
she indicated that: 
“I woke hard because of my children. If I did have no responsibilities, I would not 
need to work as hard as I do…”  (Research participant no 8, 2019).  
Yet another research participant stressed the hard-work ethics resulting from having 
children when she commented that: 
“…having dependents will force you to do even the oddest jobs, you don’t have a 
choice because you have responsibilities. I do wish that I could have a break like 
other people but money does not have a break. If I take a break my children will 
starve, I have to work hard” (Research participant no 14, 2019).  
The study revealed that in spite of the challenges faced by female-heads, they always 
found a way to manoeuvre and efficaciously better the lived experiences of their 
households. In the literature, FHHs are portrayed mainly as victims – especially in cases 
where males have abandoned them. Little is revealed about their experiences beyond 
victimhood (Chant, 1997). In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study found 
that although FHHs struggled immediately upon abandonment, they found their feet 
overtime and became independent. One participant confided that: 
“The father of my children left me while I was pregnant and with three children that 
were below the age of ten. I was not working and I had no plan of how I was going 
to take care these children. I was a laughing stock and one day I decided to borrow 
money from a loan shark in the community to start a business. My first business 
attempt to was not successful, it led me into bankruptcy and I remember having to 
sell the things we had in the house to pay out my debts and how I silently cried 
67 
 
each night paying to God to take my life and that of my children whenever we did 
not have food to eat. However, I remained persistent and I knew that one day all 
these sacrifices would pay off. My business has picked up and I earn enough for 
us to survive” (Research participant no 14, 2019).  
FHHs’ ability to overcome their unfavourable circumstances and become industrious was 
reiterated by another participant who shared that: 
“My husband abandoned us and married another woman, he was a very traditional 
man and did not want me to work. When he left I did not even know where to begin 
searching for a job as I had never worked in my life. It was very difficult to get a job 
without any working experience. I decided to use my cooking skills to my 
advantage. I started selling food to the local men who worked in the farms and had 
no wives to cook for them, the business started flourishing and I expanded it into 
an informal credit service provider. I noticed that many people in the community 
were in need of credit and that was how I became a loan shark” (Research 
participant no 2, 2019).  
While the bulk of academic discourse on FHHs emphasises a poverty-burden narrative 
concerning women’s experiences, the case of the Eikenhof revealed a mixed picture. 
While some women underscored the challenges in accessing socio-economic benefits 
such as jobs, others noted their ability to resist existing structures by being persistent and 
resistant in achieving a livelihood to sustain their families. The study found that although 
FHHs faced challenges in terms of their livelihood strategies (discussed in detail in the 
next chapter), such challenges were often overcome through persistence and resistance. 
The lived experiences of FHHs in the study area highlighted their ability to resist and 
remain persistent in the face of adversity. The experiences of FHHs in the study area 
revealed their matrifocal nature.  
 




Matricentric units have been defined by Amadiume (1987) as household units consisting 
of a female-head and her children who live off this female’s labour; the father plays a 
minimal role in the household and the children’s upbringing. In the context of the Eikenhof 
informal settlement, the study revealed that mothers (female-heads) performed tasks to 
attain means of living. Conversely, fathers play a less significant role within those 
households and in the lives of their children, or were completely absent and did not play 
any active social and economic role. In this connection, one participant noted that: “I am 
the one responsible for sustaining this household, my partner is not working. He does not 
help us with anything. I am the only one who worries about my children, the only thing 
that he does is spend the money he earns form piece jobs on alcohol. I have to work hard 
because my children depend on me” (Research participant no 12, 2019).  
The study also found that, in some FHHs, male-partners were absent. One of the 
participants indicated that: 
“I live with my children. I am both a mother and a father because my baby daddy 
is not helping us with anything. We split up a long time ago and he is now married 
and has another family” (Research participant no 6, 2019).  
In some cases, FHHs have had to take up a double-burden to provide for their families, 
where no help is received from their partners. This not only highlights the dire situations 
faced by women, but also their ability to be industrious in providing for their families. One 
participant confided that: 
I am currently working as a cleaner; I do not have any qualifications. I had children 
at a young age and I had to drop out because someone I did not have anone to 
help me take care of the children. I believe that I am doing a pretty good job raising 
my children. The father of my children walked out on us when they were still young. 
He left us with nothing and we had to live on begging from people until I found a 
job.”  (Research participant no 11, 2019).  
Amadiume (1987) has argued that in traditional African societies, “sex” and “gender” did 
not necessarily coincide and female-heads’ roles transcended the traditional conceptions 
that defined them in binary terms. The category female is often ranked in relation to male. 
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Hence, it is often argued in the dominant academic discourse that males are the main 
providers within the households and women are often viewed as inadequate and 
incapable of household headship. Moreover, female-headship is frequently regarded as 
abnormal and therefore a sign of the breakdown of the family structure. Female-headship 
is generally linked to the poverty and vulnerability resulting from the absence of a male 
partner. This is embedded in strong patriarchal societal norms that view women as 
subordinate to men. However, the findings of this study contradict this view. Indeed, the 
study uncovered that, even without the help of male-partners, female-heads managed to 
legitimately earn livelihoods and successfully provide for their households. In the context 
of study, even when the father figures were present, females still dominated in terms of 
their ability to provide for their families. This stresses the need to extend the conception 
of FHHs beyond its traditional definitions. The new conceptions should emphasise that 
females can also head homes and provide material benefits to their families – even when 
their male-partners are present.  
Oyewumi (1997: 31) contends that hierarchy was created by colonisation and that in pre-
colonial Yoruba societies, females and males were not ranked in relation to each other. 
Hierarchy within the household and in society did not exist. Nonetheless, African women 
were colonised, just as were African men. Colonisation did not recognise female 
leadership; therefore, it dominated, exploited and inferiorised African women, in addition 
to minimising their role as mothers responsible for childcare and household duties (as 
discussed in the next section). This translated into the dominant discourse that generated 
a generalised view of women as ineligible for leadership roles both on the market and 
within their families. The FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement did not conform to the 
traditional definitions of FHHs. There was almost no evidence of the binary roles 
traditionally assigned to males and females. The study found that female-heads 
interchangeably played economic and domestic roles. Furthermore, the female-heads 
achieved statuses and exercised power traditionally ascribed to men. For example, it is 
traditionally believed that as heads, men are the drivers of everything within the 
households and that they are the decision-makers. However, in the study area, the 
female-heads assumed these responsibilities.  
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Oyewumi (1997) remarks that in Yoruba societies, anafemales (females) – just like 
anamales (males) – had multiple identities that were not based on their anatomy. Males 
and females switched between different identities and alternatingly played roles 
performed by men and women. In the case of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement, 
the study established that female-heads assumed multiple identities and were not limited 
to traditionally fixed roles. FHHs often interchanged between feminine and masculine 
roles, within their households and in society; they protected and nurtured their children. 
The study further observed female-heads’ ability to assume multiple identities.  One 
participant unpacked: 
“I am not always around and my children understand that I need to be at work so 
that we can live. I have to play the traditional role of a man and provide for my 
children and myself and also become a good mother” (Research participant no 7, 
2019). 
The study revealed that women’s ability to simultaneously assume the specific roles 
traditionally assigned to different genders has influenced children’s attitudes and the 
manner girls and boys are socialised. They are now treated equally and the roles they 
are allocated in households reflect a move beyond traditional conceptions (no longer 
restricted to binaries). For example, one participant noted that, “When I am not around 
my children know that they have to work together and help each other with the chores 
despite their gender.” (Research participant no 7, 2019).  
In this respect, Amadiume (1987) argues that men and women equally contributed 
towards their households and dominated different spheres within their families. 
Differentiation within households did not exist and women were regarded as equally 
important as men were. In the same light, Magadla (2016) observes that “…during the 
liberation struggle “women’s” roles were altered, “home” traditionally regarded as the 
women’s domain and care of children as women’s work such tactics forced women to 
take positions in the frontline of the battle and allowed them to assume leadership roles, 
laying foundation for women’s role and position in struggle” (Magadla, 2016:224). In the 
Eikenhof informal settlement, the study realised how fathers’ absence prompted women 
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to fend for their families. This, to some degree, reveals the nature of the burdens borne 
by some FHHs. One participant shared:  
“When my husband left, my children and I only had each other and as a woman I 
had to grow some balls and man up. It was either that or suffering for the rest of 
our lives. I knew that I had to be strong for them and find means for us to continue 
with life even in the absence of their father. I had big responsibilities to fill but this 
only made me the strong and independent woman that I am today” (Research 
participant no 2, 2019). 
The study revealed the ability of female-heads to be resistant in addressing their 
experiences of poverty. FHHs face a number of challenges in their diverse occupations 
but remain industrious and persistent in their livelihood strategies to provide better 
experiences for their households. The study found that female-heads possess the strong 
principles of hard work and the ability to strive in the face of adversity. In the case of the 
Eikenhof informal settlement, the female-heads are defying norms and changing the 
narratives of headship and poverty.  
 
4.4. Determinants of the lived experiences of FHHs 
 
While female-heads defy traditional roles and binaries, it is still important to acknowledge 
that being a woman positions one at an economic disadvantage – due to the patriarchal 
and unequal nature of society. Women are often excluded from the labour market and 
society still views them as vulnerable and needing rescuing. As such, the involvement of 
women in the labour market is not equally acknowledged as that of men. Women are 
often viewed as supplement-income earners and inadequate household-heads. It is often 
argued that those who live in urban areas are better off, and have better opportunities 
and access to amenities. However, the evidence from the FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement has shown that it is not always so. Similar to any other informal dwelling, the 
study area is highly marginalised; it is characterised by depleted informal dwellings, 
tenure insecurity, inadequate access to safe water, and poor sanitation. The lived 
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experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement are widely determined by the 
following major factors: the traditional role of women as caregivers, unpaid labour, paid 
work, dependency ratio, educational attainment, socioeconomic status, and 
unemployment. 
 
 Females as care givers, burden, responsibility load 
 
As alluded previously, African feminist scholars argued that in pre-colonial states, gender 
roles did not exist and that gender was a Western construct (Amadiume, 1987; Oyewumi, 
1997). According to Oyewumi (1997), colonisation designed gender roles and subjected 
women to exploitation. For example, childcare responsibilities rested on women. The 
study found multiple roles played by women that extend beyond the traditional narrative. 
Childcare was regarded as the primary responsibility of the women. Therefore, women 
who abandoned their children were often criticised by society. During a focus group 
interview, a participant stressed: 
“They are my ‘handbags’, my responsibility; wherever I go they go…I am their 
mother, I carried them in my belly for nine months therefore, it is my role to take 
care of them. What does a man know about caring for children? What kind of a 
mother would I be if I abandon my children? As a mother I always have to make a 
plan to ensure that we do not starve […]” (Focus group interview no 2, 2019).  
The strong gendered roles embedded in gendered African societies have continued to 
stereotype women, creating a situation that reflects providing care to both children and 
the elderly. Another respondent noted a strong link and connection of motherhood to their 
children.   
“My children are my everything, I cannot imagine life without them. My mother 
taught me a very strong principle that a woman never leaves her children, even a 
lioness never leaves its curb now if I abandon my own children what kind of a 
creature would that make me? I have to try all my best to fend for my there […] If 
there is hunger we will experience it together” (Focus group interview no 1, 2019).   
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A young female-head who lived with her elderly, sick mother shared this experience. This 
is evident when she underscores that: 
“I am the only daughter and I have two older brothers who don’t live with us. My 
mother is very sick and she cannot take care of us anymore, automatically as the 
eldest daughter I assumed her responsibilities. It is in our nature as woman to 
provide care to others, that is how god designed us. I cannot compete with my 
brothers, if I leave my mother who is going to cook for her? Who is going to make 
sure that she takes her medication on time or even wash her clothes? As a woman 
I cannot escape from my duties, even when we are young we are groomed for 
such responsibilities” (Focus group interview no 2, 2019).  
Clearly, the way women view their roles is influenced by societal norms and the 
socialisation of women. Some participants indicated that they could not escape their role 
as caregivers because that is how they were socialised.  
The role of women as caregivers subjects them to the non-remunerative labour of caring 
for others. Caring for children and the elderly is an unpaid labour that increases women’s 
experiences of poverty. This is because in addition to worrying about their livelihoods, 
they have to bear this extra burden of caring for children and the elderly (in most cases). 
Female-heads are so loaded with responsibilities that it is difficult for them to secure 
employment. Moreover, this caring-responsibility binds the female-heads to make 
employment decisions aligned with this particular role. One participant related:  
“Firstly, my mom left us while I was still 16 to go work and this was one of the 
reasons why I dropped out from school. I practically raised myself and my siblings. 
I had to find a way for us to survive because sometimes my mom would spend 
over 5 months without even coming to see us. I feel like I don’t have a life of my 
own since I have adopted all the responsibilities in this household […] my mom is 
back now and she is very sick, she’s been sick for a long time and is on chronic 
medication, she cannot work. I can’t abandon her because she is my mother. It 
feels like a burden at times because I can’t have a normal life like my age mates 
but she is my responsibility and the reason why I have to work extra hard to ensure 
that we live” (Research participant no 3, 2019).  
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A focus group interview participant reinforced the toll of childcare on women thus:  
 “I stopped working because I had to wake up very early to catch the bus and I’d 
come back when it was already dark. Each day I would leave the house at four 
o’clock in the morning and I was always tired then I had to start another shift here 
at home, the children need attention- I had to assist them with their homework, had 
to cook to cook dinner and prepare them for school the next morning. It was very 
difficult to manage and I had to make a very tough decision of leaving my job for 
their sake” (Focus group interviews no 6, 2019).  
Perceptibly, childcare affected the ability of female heads to engage in paid work. Some 
participants had to quit their jobs in order to meet this responsibility.  
 
 FHHs at the “sharpest of sharp ends” 
 
Evandrou and Glaser (2003) argue that the unpaid labour that most women and female-
heads undertake reduces their productivity and involvement in the market economy. 
Some scholars have highlighted that taking care of children is a very demanding job on 
its own: it limits women’s opportunities and reduces their ability to develop skills and 
accumulate assets (Buvnic & Gupta, 2012). The majority of the female-heads in the 
Eikenhof informal settlement reported that they often declined jobs opportunities that were 
far away from home due to their motherly duties. Put another way, they could not be away 
from home for longer periods because they had to assume their responsibilities as 
mothers. One respondent recounted: 
“My neighbour works as a domestic worker in Vaal and she stays there and returns 
at the end of the month because transport is very expensive, I tried working also 
but is was very difficult. After I quit she informed me that one of her madam’s friend 
was looking for a maid […] I could not take the job even though it was well-paying 
because it was very far and my children needed me. The last time I worked far 
away from home my daughter fell pregnant, I could not blame her for gallivanting 
with boys because I had failed as a mother and I was not around to teach her about 
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responsible sex. People laughed at me and some labelled me useless mother. At 
the moment, I work as a babysitter, I love this job because it allows me to be home 
full time” (Research participant no 8, 2019).   
Paci (2002) notes that women tend to spend a higher proportion of their time in household 
production and care-giving activities that normally hamper their participation in the labour 
market. Balancing housework, childcare responsibilities, and employment is rather 
difficult for some women. Some participants indicated that they had even stopped working 
altogether, because their jobs were demanding. This is mainly because such jobs 
required them to work longer hours and no one else could care for their children. In this 
regard, a participant explained that: 
 “I stopped working because I had to wake up very early to catch the bus and I’d 
come back when it was already dark. Each day you leave the house at four o’clock 
in the morning and when you return you are very tired; you have to start another 
shift, the children need your attention, you have to cook, help them with their 
homework and prepare them for school the next morning. It was very difficult to 
manage and I had to make a very tough decision of leaving my job for my children’s 
sake” (Focus group interviews no 6, 2019). 
Female-heads have to earn a living and engage in unpaid duties within their households. 
In this regard, the study discovered that children played a very important role in the 
experiences of FHHs. Children often shared household responsibilities with their mothers, 
especially cleaning and cooking. Most of the female-heads reported that cooking and 
cleaning were solely the responsibilities of mothers, the children assisted where they 
could – in an attempt to reduce the pressure that is on female-heads. Although children 
helped with household responsibilities, the female-heads still needed to monitor the 
performance of delegated chores. Albelda, Himmelweit and Humphries (2004) have 
argued that single mothers are at the “sharpest of sharp ends” regarding the dilemma of 
balancing work and family life. This is because they often do not have other wage-earning 
adults with whom to share financial and household burdens. This was congruent with the 
experiences of most FHHs in the study area. For example, one participant remarked: 
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“I am both a mother and a father to my children. My children’s father walked out 
on us a very long time. It is very difficult to be a wonderful mother and a good 
employee. Jobs are very demanding; you cannot do as you please. I miss out on 
a lot of my children’s life because I have to work hard to provide for them. I was 
forced to put my son to crèche before he was even a month old because I had to 
go back to work.” (Research participant no 6, 2019).  
Another participant corroborated some FHHs’ assumption of the sole-provider role when 
she emphasised that: 
It is very hard having to take care of everyone. When there is no money or food it 
all rests on you, everybody is looking at you as a mother you have to figure 
something out. Even if it means selling your soul to the devil” (Research participant 
no 14, 2019).   
Unlike unpaid work, employment competes with the already demanding traditional 
caregiver role that women play, increasing the difficulty evident in the lived experiences 
of FHHs. As alluded previously, employment is very demanding and earning a living may 
be very difficult for single mothers, because all the responsibilities (both productive and 
unproductive) rest on them. For comparative purposes, in MHHs, the male and the female 
assume complementary roles. Women are often responsible for the daily running of the 
household, while men mainly focus on providing financially for their families (Chant, 
2003). However, when a female-head assumes the traditionally male role of provider, she 
has to perform it simultaneously with her domestic role. This means that she spends more 
hours than the male-head does doing both paid and unpaid labour. Therefore, female-
heads are time-constrained. Similarly, Fuwa (1999) argued that women are ‘time poor’, 
due to the double-burden imposed on them (e.g. economic support and household 
chores). This was in line with the reality of some of the participants. One participant 
reported that she felt that she did not have enough time in a day to perform all her roles 
and duties. One participant conceded that: 
I am not superwoman; I cannot do everything at the same time. You know, 
sometimes it becomes too much especially without someone to help you, you have 
to carry all the burden yourself…having to earn a living and be there for your 
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children. When you return from work you are exhausted and have to start with 
cooking and tidying up the house. I hardly get enough rest because if I want to get 
everything done I have to wake up very early and prepare everything before I go 
to work. Honestly I feel like there is never enough time to perform half my duties, 
sometimes I wish I had superpowers.” (Focus group interview no 2, 2019). 
Sacrificing leisure time to perform both unpaid and paid labour is very common among 
female-heads. The study discovered that the female-heads in the study area often 
sacrificed their leisure time to work extra hours to earn the extra income that could help 
them to improve the living conditions of their households. The study found that rest was 
a luxury for most female-heads, because they were involved in quite a number of 
activities. This was to ensure the survival of their households and improve their 
experiences. Buvnic and Gupta (1997) contend that the substitution of leisure, to attain a 
certain level of consumption in FHHs, may lead to the perpetuation of poverty into the 
next generation. The study uncovered that older siblings played a critical role in FHHs in 
the Eikenhof informal settlement. This is because they helped their working-mothers with 
caring for younger siblings, and performed household chores (cooking and cleaning). In 
so doing, they gave the female-heads enough time to focus on paid labour. One 
participant shared:  
“…my oldest daughter helps me a lot, when I am at work she looks after her 
siblings and does the cooking and cleaning. I work from Monday to Sunday, there 
is no day off, I only rest when I take a sick leave. I do help her when I get the 
chance especially with the laundry, I normally do it at night then she hangs it in the 
morning before she goes to school” (Focus group interview no 1, 2019).   
Some scholars characterise FHHs as poorer, because their heads suffer a triple-burden 
(childcare, as well as reproductive and productive labour) in society (Buvnic & Gupta, 
1997). However, the study found that despite these experiences, female-heads still 
manage to provide livelihoods for their households. Regarding this triple-burden, one 
participant conceded, “Being the only working individual is very hard, I am both a full time 
mother and employee. I really wish that I had someone to help me with some of my 
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responsibilities because it is a challenge balancing work and household duties.” 
(Research participant no 3, 2019).  
The living conditions of FHHs are exacerbated by the fact that employment opportunities 
for women are limited and, in most cases, even paid labour does not guarantee a good 
remuneration. Nevertheless, undertaking paid work was found to be beneficial, as it led 
to better living experiences among FHHs. Women tend to spend their earnings on the 
needs of their households. Unlike males, female-heads spend a significant proportion of 
their earnings on their households (FAO, 2015). Reggio (2011) found that women tend to 
be more altruistic than men are. Women are inclined to make decisions that benefit 
children’s welfare and that of the entire household. In their study, Dasgupta and Mani 
(2015) found that when females have the bargaining power, they are more likely to direct 
their earnings towards joint household consumption. On the contrary, males would rather 
spend their earnings on themselves. This suggest greater altruism on the part of women. 
In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, it was found that, regardless of how much 
they earned (no matter how little), female-heads directed their earnings towards 
household consumption. Female-heads put their households first, they would rather lack 
personal necessities to ensure that their households had everything they needed to 
survive. One participant conformed, “...I all my earnings go towards the things we need 
here at home. It is better that I buy bread or maize meal which will be shared amongst all 
of us rather than something for myself only” (Research participant no 6, 2019).  
Bellamy and Rake (2005) argue that FHHs do not have income from male income-
earners; thus, they have to fulfil both the role of providers and that of caregivers, 
simultaneously. This is one of the reasons for the high poverty rates in FHHs. In the case 
of the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study found that the absence of male figures’ 
income pushed the female-heads to be persistent and resistant in their livelihood 
strategies to ensure that they fill the gap left by men. One participant confirmed:  
“I am the sole provider. Therefore, I have to provide for my family and also take 
care of the household. As the only adult in the household, all the responsibilities 
rest on me. I have to work very hard so that I can provide for my family and offer 
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them the same life as other children who have fathers. Since I do not have any 
help, it means giving it my all to fill the gap” (Focus group interview no 2, 2019).  
As breadwinners and possibly the only adult within the household, some participants 
divulged the challenges that they faced; simultaneously juggling household 
responsibilities and earning an income – playing multiple roles in order to close the gap 
of the missing parent. The female heads responsibility and burden increased with their 
dependency ratio.   
 
 Dependency ratio and FHHs 
 
Sidloyi (2016:391) argued that having dependents “reinforces women’s role as domestic 
labourers, care givers and unpaid workers in addition to being instrumental providers as 
they now not only provide guidance for their household members but also ensure 
economic stability”.  More dependents mean extra mouths to feed and less time to work. 
The greater the number of dependents, the higher the likelihood of poverty among FHHs. 
The living conditions of FHHs are worsened by the fact that they have a high dependency 
ratio of non-working adults. These dependents are more likely to be of school age. 
Dependents are a great responsibility, especially if they are still in primary school. A 
participant stressed:  
“I have three children and I have taken my two grandchildren to come live with us. 
Two are still in crèche, and the oldest is in high school and two are in primary 
school. Things are hard, these children are a big responsibility but we survive. 
Some days we struggle but some days are better than others. Children are not like 
us adults […] when they need something they throw tantrums. When they need 
things for school you have to make a plan that they get it to ensure that they’re not 
mocked by other kids at school. Honestly, I would rather lack certain things than 
to watch my children suffer.” (Research participant no 8, 2019) 
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Although a high dependency ratio may perpetuate some FHHs’ vulnerability to poverty, it 
may also reduce it when the children are of working age. As alluded earlier, older siblings 
play a very important role in FHHs. A participant prided:  
“My son completed his matric in 2018 and he now works at Shoprite as a cashier, 
his income helps a lot in the house, he buys us nice things and is now able to take 
care of himself. I do not force him to buy us stuff but he does so out of his own will. 
He does not contribute towards the family finances but we are happy whenever he 
does because we can use the extra money for things we need in the house.” 
(Research participant no 11, 2019).  
Some participants highlighted the role that older children played within FHHs. It has been 
noted that the presence of working children lessened the pressure off the female head; 
as these children often helped out within the household and were now responsible of 
taking care of themselves.  
 
 FHHs and their socioeconomic status  
 
The socioeconomic status of women makes them susceptible to poverty. Various factors 
such as education, income, and unemployment exacerbate the living conditions of FHHs. 
Pascoe (2015) associates a low economic status with lower education, fewer 
opportunities, lack of access to essential resources such as water and sanitation, food 
insecurity, and marginality. Males tend to have a higher socioeconomic status than 
females, due to the gendered division of labour in the market. Moreover, females are 
more inclined to occupying a lower social class than males. As indicated earlier, some 
FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement tend to be economically disadvantaged than 
others. Hence, some FHHs have a lower socioeconomic status linked to belonging to a 
lower social class, while others occupy a middle class that confers them a higher 
socioeconomic status (especially those with stable employment and secondary sources 




“I am a pensioner but I also run a small business in order to supplement my primary 
income. Things were very hard but the situation changed when one of my 
neighbours advised me to turn my hobby into a business. I love sewing and I used 
to do this for my friends and relatives for free and now I am making money out of 
it. My salary was barely enough to last the entire month and now we have extra 
income. We are able to buy groceries and other households needs, pay for all of 
my stokvels and still have extra money to spoil ourselves” (Research participant 
no 9, 2019). 
 Another participant reiterated the salutary role of a secondary source of income when 
she self-satisfactorily admitted: 
“…opening this crèche was the best decision that I have ever made. After moving 
to South Africa I spent so many years without a job, I worked as a domestic worker 
but the money was very little. I then quit my job and started babysitting children, 
the business grew because there was a high demand in the area and that was how 
I expanded it into a full-time day care centre. I make a significant amount when the 
parents pay their children’s fees on time but it is a struggle at times because they 
often miss payments due. Since I started operating this crèche I do not recall a day 
where we never had enough food in my house. I am also able to send money to 
my mother back home. I have sent two of my oldest sons to university with the very 
same money that I get from running this day care centre” (Research participant no 
14, 2019).  
In the Eikenhof informal settlement, most FHHs tend to live below the poverty line, as 
they do not have consistent incomes. Low incomes translate into a lower socioeconomic 
status. The lower economic status in the Eikenhof can also be linked to the unsustainable 
livelihoods of the female-heads. Indeed, most of them do not have secure employment, 
leading to increased vulnerability. In this connection, one participant confided that: 
“I am currently not working and I have part-time jobs. I am even unable to even 
calculate the amount of money I make because its inconsistency; on a good day I 
am able to get good money but on bad days I just make enough to buy bread” 
(Research participant no 15, 2019). 
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Another participant reinforces the unreliability of female-heads’ livelihoods when she 
wondered and expanded: 
“A job? I cannot say I have a job because sometimes they call you and sometimes 
they don’t; sometimes I spend months without an income and without knowing 
what the next plan is or where my next pay cheque is going to come from […]. I 
have to put two and two together so that we can eat. One day you join people in 
the nearby farms, the other day you wash people’s laundry and some day you pick 
bottles for recycling, just pretty much anything to earn a living…” (Focus group 
interview no 1, 2019). 
Yet another participant underscored the inadequacy of female-heads’ livelihoods thus: 
“Food is very expensive, everything is expensive…my grandchildren used to go to 
crèche but now I can’t afford to take them to crèche. The older children are in 
school; they need money to eat in school. Right now its winter. The kids need 
winter clothes where will all this money come from? We have so many needs but 
the money is not enough.” (Research participant no 1, 2019).  
The socioeconomic status of women is lower than that of men due to patriarchal 
dominance in society. Patriarchy is responsible for women’s marginality because of the 
gender division of labour that led to the discrimination against women in the labour 
market. The patriarchal system portrayed women merely as mothers and homemakers. 
Consequently, women are concentrated in jobs where they assume feminine roles such 
as cleaning (domestic workers), catering, caregiving, and so forth. The majority of FHHs 
in the Eikenhof informal settlement are concentrated in low-paying jobs that do not require 
any formal training. These include cleaning or domestic work, care-giving, babysitting, 
administration, and hairdressing, due to their low educational attainments. Moreover, the 
domestic role of most female-heads follows them even in the labour space.  In fact, any 
productive functions performed in the economy are just mere extensions of these 
domestic roles. A participant in one focus group interview remarked that: 
“…without skills finding employment is hard, at least when I started cleaning was 
something that didn’t not require any formal qualifications or skills. I am very lucky 
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that I still have my job because I worked for the company for a very long time hence 
they couldn’t retrench me. Right now competition is very high.  You need schooling 
and you have to compete with young people who have experience and a matric 
certificate. Other people even fail to get this job if they lack the experience” (Focus 
group interview no 4, 2019).   
Another participant highlighted the selectiveness or competitive character of the current 
job market thus: 
“Things are tough in the job market, the competition is very high and employees 
want to hire the best candidates. Men have so many opportunities, they can be 
construction workers, mining workers and mechanics, these jobs don’t need very 
much skills and are always available. When you go they say that they don’t hire 
women. There’s nothing that you can do than to sit here and sell sweets” (Focus 
group interview no 7).  
Yet another participant notes the preference for males in certain jobs when she confided 
that: 
“I once went to the farm to plead for a job and the owner told me that I was not 
strong enough and that he needed a male worker because its hard labour, he also 
told me that I will give him trouble because I have small children and I will 
constantly seek leave when my children get sick. He said that he did not like 
working with women because they are always trouble and he prefers working with 
men because they don’t bring their family issues to work.” (Focus group interview 
no 5).  
In the past decades, South Africa, like many parts of the world, witnessed a change in 
responsibility. More women became involved in the labour market; yet, a gap exists 
between men and women (United Nations Democracy Fund (UNDF), 2005). Women are 
poor because they have less access to job opportunities than men do and receive lower 
remunerations. It has been noted by Pearce (1978) that though many women may have 
achieved economic independence through their participation in the labour force, poverty 
is rapidly becoming a female problem. This is because of occupational discrimination 
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against women and earning inequalities between men and women in the labour market. 
Consequently, households headed by women suffer from poverty at higher rates than 
those of households led by men. In South Africa, black people have mostly occupied low-
paying positions. In other words, although black people constitute the majority of the 
South Africa population, they earn far less than any other racial group. This is because 
socioeconomic status increases earning; yet, the majority of black people occupy a lower 
socioeconomic status. It becomes important to note that the study area is predominantly 
black and   is characterised by high levels of unemployment, as is the case with most 
black areas. 
 
4.5. Conclusion  
 
Chapter Four discussed the lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement. The chapter explored the nature of FHHs in relation to the poverty-burden 
narrative, issues of class differences among FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement, 
women’s triple-burden, and their socio-economic status. The study found a strong 
element of industrious, persistent and resistance among FHHs concerning their livelihood 
strategies. It was revealed that female-heads have mastered the art to strive even in the 
face of adversity. The study also established that the lived experiences of FHHs 
transcend binaries and the poverty-burden narrative. The study further discovered that 
there is more to poverty among FHHs than meets the eye. The map of women’s 
experiences in FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement revealed more to them than what 
is portrayed by the limiting poverty-burden narrative. The experiences of FHHs 
foreground the hard-working nature of female-heads and their ability to strive even in the 
sharpest of ends. The chapter showed that female-heads often engage in multiple 
activities to provide for their households. The next chapter will discuss the nature of the 




Chapter 5: Livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement 
 
5.1. Introduction   
 
The previous chapter showed how the nature of FHHs transcends binaries and fixed 
definitions of FHHs in academic discourse. The chapter also illustrated the experiences 
of FHHs, especially how they challenge the limiting poverty-burden narrative dominant in 
much of the academic discourse and policy documents. Chapter Five discusses the 
livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The focus is on the 
challenges that FHHs face and the strategies that they adopt to mitigate the detrimental 
effects of these challenges. The chapter further shows how FHHs’ experiences point to 
their nature as equally industrious, resistant, and persistent in ensuring their livelihoods. 
The study used the work of African feminist scholars such as Amadiume (1987), Owuyumi 
(1997) and Magadla (2016) as well as the scholarship on sustainable livelihoods in the 
Development Studies discourse, notably the works of the DFID (1999) and Rakodi and 
Lloyd-Jones (2002). These two lenses help to gain a better analytical understanding of 
the livelihood strategies of FHHs in the study area.  
 
5.2. Livelihood strategies of FHHs 
 
Livelihood strategies are the means of achieving life necessities. They are a combination 
of assets and capabilities that enable people to achieve their livelihood outcomes. Rakodi 
and Lloyd-Jones (2002) construe livelihoods as a collection of productive tasks such as 
finding and making shelter, preparing food, transacting with money, and conducting 
exchanges in the market. Similarly, the DFID (1999) conceptualises livelihood strategies 
as activities that people undertake and the choices they make to meet their livelihood 
goals. A livelihood is considered sustainable if it meets the needs of the poor without 
compromising the ability of future generations to make a living (Chambers & Conway, 
1992). In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, livelihood strategies entailed the 
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activities that female-heads engaged in, to sustain their households. It was found, in the 
study area, that the livelihood choices that female-heads made directly influenced their 
lived experiences. The livelihood strategies of FHHs were often unsustainable, but 
depicted strong elements of resistance and persistence. 
The academic discourse that portrays FHHs as poverty-stricken – often due to their 
unstable sources of income or unsustainable livelihoods – partially relevant to FHHs in 
the Eikenhof informal settlement. Indeed, the study found that some of the FHHs often 
live with little livelihood outcomes and have minimal access to financial capital. Thus, their 
livelihood outcomes are barely enough for household subsidence.  One participant 
lamented:  
“I earn peanuts; this money is barely enough for us to get everything that we need 
in the house but we try our best” (Research participant no 4, 2019).  
Another participant underscored her job instability and shared her alternative income-
generating activity thus: 
“I do not have a stable job, I have piece jobs and I spend long periods without an 
income. Most of the time my children starve because of the lack of money but as 
a mother I do not give up and these are the same principles that I teach my 
children. When I do not have money I bake fat cakes so that we can get money for 
bread” (Research participant no 2, 2019).  
Yet another participant highlighted the lack of jobs and the inability of her small business 
to satisfy all the needs of her household when she commented that:  
“…finding employment is very hard, I searched for a job without any luck of 
employment. This small business was the only option I had left, even so I still do 
not yield enough profit to sustain my household because people like taking things 
on credit” (Research participant no 7, 2019).  
Various scholarly reports in the South African context show that women are vulnerable in 
terms of income and assets (Budlender, 1997; Bhorat & Westhuirzen, 2010; Leibbrandt 
& Woolard, 2001; Posel & Rogan, 2009). Hence, academic discourse arguably concludes 
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that women play a minimal role in terms of the economics of their households. African 
feminist scholarship, however, represents women as industrious and playing an active 
role in the economic market (Amadiume, 1987; Oyewumi, 1997). This study found that 
female-heads were very industrious and engaged in various livelihood strategies to 
achieve basic means of living. The major sources of income among FHHs in the Eikenhof 
informal settlement were formal employment, the informal sector (petty trading, street 
vending, sewing, babysitting), remittances, stokvels, and social protection.  
 
 Formal employment as a livelihood strategy 
 
Women are widely regarded as vulnerable and inadequate economic actors. The 
literature showed that women are mainly concentrated in undervalued, low-paying jobs 
(Glynn, 2019); and that they are often discriminated against in the labour market, due to 
the patriarchal nature of society. In the case of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement, 
it was found that FHHs often live from hand-to-mouth, and that some households can 
barely cope but remain strong. FHHs in the study area face a number of challenges 
regarding their livelihoods; however, this does not qualify them as vulnerable or 
disempowered. One participant confided:  
“I am currently working as a domestic worker it is not something that I imagined I 
would do but things are very difficult out there, there are no jobs and we have 
families to feed. It might not be a fancy job but it puts food on the table and like 
everybody else at the end of the month I get to smile to the ATM” (Research 
participant no 6, 2019).  
Another participant indicated the transitory status of and her dissatisfaction with her 
current job when she shared: 
“I am temporarily employed as a cashier at Shoprite and we get paid peanuts, 
sometimes they will call you and tell you not to come to work because there is no 
work. I am still looking for a better job because I am not happy with where I am at 
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the moment but I also sell Tupperware to earn some extra cash” (Research 
participant no 4, 2019).  
Clearly, the study area is characterised by high levels of unemployment, poverty, crime, 
drunkenness, and mass destruction (endless service delivery protests). Yet, female-
heads endeavour to lead successful households. 
FHHs are frequently exposed to shocks, stresses, various structures of government, and 
institutional processes that determine the livelihood strategies that they adopt.  
Employment represents the most obvious springboard out of poverty. However, most of 
the female-heads noted that securing employment without educational attainments was 
rather difficult. Moreover, securing employment in a society with limited job opportunities 
was out of the participants’ control. One participant vented:  
“We are looking for jobs but the reality is that there are no jobs in South Africa, 
even people with qualifications find in difficult to get jobs. The issue is not just the 
lack of education but an issue of skills. The skills that people have are not aligned 
with the jobs that are available. That is just how it is…” (Research participant no 
15, 2019).  
The study established a close link between FHHs and unemployment. Over 50 percent 
of the female-heads indicated that they were unemployed. The lack of job opportunities 
has led some female-heads to relying on social protection and the informal sector as 
sources of livelihood. 
 
 Social protection as a livelihood strategy 
 
The literature reveals that a bulk of unemployed South Africans have had to rely on social 
protection from the government as their main source of income (Chutel, 2017; Waidler & 
Devereux, 2019). As alluded in Chapter Two, social protection is both a safety net and a 
springboard out of poverty for the poor. In 2019, over 17 million South Africans – one in 
every five people - depended on social protection grants from the state (Stats SA, 2019). 
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In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study established that over 90 percent 
of FHHs relied on social protection. The study identified the child-support grant as the 
most common form of social protection, due to the likelihood of dependents among FHHs. 
Social protection plays a very important role in the livelihoods of FHHs. However, the 
misconception in the literature consists in the related view of women as subordinate and 
powerless. Several scholars have noted that those receiving welfare are often referred to 
as poor and vulnerable (Haney et. al., 1975; Maitra & Ray, 2003; Waidler & Devereux, 
2019). Nonetheless, the situation among FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement 
challenged such a view.  The study found that FHHs did not use social protection to 
reduce themselves to fit in the poverty-burden narrative, but rather as a livelihood 
strategy. The participants indicated that they used social protection money to empower 
themselves and their children. Nevertheless, as indicated earlier, this money was barely 
enough to achieve their household needs and needed to be supplemented with other 
sources of income. In this regard, one participant observed:  
“I am a pensioner and I also receive the child support grant for my grandchildren, 
this government money is too little, these kids they need clothes, they need uniform 
and they need food therefore one cannot merely rely on the grant money” 
(Research participant no 2, 2019).  
Another participant emphasised the salutary supplemental role of social protection thus: 
“I am currently working. However, I get social grant for my children. I applied for 
the grant because living on a single income is not easy and this money helps to fill 
the gap” (Research participant no 9, 2019).  
Yet, another participant stressed the relativity of the empowerment associated with social 
protection when she confided that: 
“My primary source of income is the social grant, I receive the child support grant 
for my kids and grandchildren and our monthly income amounts to R2060. We use 
this money for all our needs in the house, we buy food and all other basic needs 
and that is just about it. I can’t even afford so save or join stokvels because after 
buying food we are left with nothing” (Research participant no 8, 2019).  
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Though the social grant system is expanding, the high prevalence of FHHs in poverty 
statistics raises questions about the reliability and sustainability of social protection as a 
poverty-alleviation strategy (Dubihlela & Dubihlela, 2014). Moreover, the social grant is 
reported to be inadequate to meet the needs of the poor. Evidence from the study 
indicated that social protection was barely enough but made a relative difference in the 
lives of its recipients. One participant remarked generally about money and appreciatively 
regarding her pension:  
 “…money can never be enough. We always want more. We have to be grateful 
for what we have. This pension money really helps a lot. Imagine if we didn’t 
receive it. We would starve” (Research participant no 9, 2019).  
Another participant contrasts the degree of empowerment of the social grant thus: 
“Yes the child support grant does help but it is very little. You cannot rely on the 
grant alone. There has to be something else that you do because you will starve” 
(Research participant no 6, 2019). 
The study further established that the social protection money received was spent on 
children’s education and food. This was very much in line with global calls in the literature 
that social protection be directed towards women. This is because they believed to be 
more reliable to fulfil their responsibilities towards their children by spending the received 
money on their children’s needs (UN, 2015; Molyneux, 2006). One participant noted that:  
“Without the grant money things would be very hard, it is barely enough but it really 
does much in the house. At least I do not have to worry about where I am going to 
get money to buy school uniform for my kids or their lunch money. I use the money 
to buy the things that they need for school and we use whatever we have left on 
other things…” (Research participant no 12, 2019). 
Clearly, social protection is enough to meet the needs of recipients however, some 
confined that it played a very important role within FHHs; remarking that without it their 




Informal sector as a livelihood strategy 
 
A global consensus exists in the literature about the informalisation of work, as a greater 
percentage of people are engaged in the informal economy. This is due to a decline in 
employment opportunities in the formal labour market. Kabeer (2003) observes that the 
informal sector is an emerging employer among the poorest of the poor and FHHs. 
Furthermore, Kabeer (2003) notes that the informal sector is widely viewed as a female 
sector, due to the high percentage of women engaged in it. In the case of the Eikenhof 
informal settlement, the study found that almost all the female-heads were engaged in 
the informal sector. For some, the informal sector was a primary source of income; while 
for others, it was a secondary source of income. The study realised that the informal 
sector was a springboard out of poverty, for FHHs. In a society with very little employment 
opportunities, this sector was the only available option for the majority of women-heads. 
The informal sector empowered women and thus contributed to the fight against both 
insecurity and unemployment. One participant stressed the salutary role of the informal 
sector when she revealed that:  
“I am a street vendor, I have worked before in the nearby farms but I couldn’t 
sustain my household because they exploited us and paid us little money. 
Becoming a street vendor was the only option available which allowed me to be 
able to generate a reasonable income which allowed us to survive” (Research 
participant no 2, 2019). 
Another participant corroborated the supplemental role of the informal sector when she 
remarked: 
“I work and have a small business on the side that helps us supplement our income 
because I could barely keep up with one source of income only” (Research 
participant no 11, 2019).  
Lalthapersad (2002) argues that women engage in the informal economy and work longer 
hours to yield more outcomes. These help them to care for their families, given the 
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discrimination against them in the labour market. Indeed, the participants indicated that, 
due to the discrimination in the labour market and long periods of joblessness, the 
informal sector was the only feasible livelihood source available to them. One participant 
narrated how the informal sector brought her good fortune thus:  
“I searched for a job for a very long time and each time I would receive rejection 
letters. I started selling atchar as a temporary way of making money to buy bread, 
washing powder and maize meal; just simple day to day things. I planned to stop 
when I found a job but I was getting lots of profit from it so I turned it into a lucrative 
business…” (Research participant no 7, 2019).  
Oyewumi (1997: 224) identifies colonisation as a catalyst of the discrimination against 
women in the labour market. This is because it created differences in pay between men 
and women and determined the type of labour that women ought to do. Indeed, 
Amadiume (1987) argues that women have played a significant role in the manufacturing 
of food products and that although property belonged to males in the pre-colonial era – 
referring specifically to the Nnobi Society in Nigeria – women were the actual property 
producers and marketers. Their involvement in agricultural production and their control of 
the subsistence economy gave them easy access to markets and cash. In the case of the 
Eikenhof, female-heads were engaged in the informal economy to yield their livelihoods. 
Their activities included street vending, petty trading, babysitting, and sewing. These 
activities constitute a form of livelihood strategy that these female-heads have adopted to 
supplement their incomes – especially in the face of adversity. For example, one 
respondent explained:  
 “I sell vegetables and sweets across the road in order to survive…” (Research 
participant no 2, 2019).  
Another participant related how desperation led her to embrace her dormant hair-doing 
skill: 
“I have always known how to do people’s hair but I was lazy to turn it into business. 
I was desperate for money without a job and had children to take care of and this 
was the easiest way to make money, my work speaks for itself. My customers 
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always refer people to come do their hair here, even when I don’t like it people 
come and I cannot turn money away” (Research participant no 3, 2019).   
Yet another participant reinforced the extra income-generating potential of the informal 
sector 
“I am currently working but I have a side hustle in order to generate extra income. 
I am selling perfumes and accessories to my colleagues to earn extra income.” 
(Research participant no 5, 2019). 
Another participant reinforced the income-supplementation role of the informal sector 
when she confided:  
“I am selling snacks to children at school to earn some money to buy bread and 
for the children’s pocket money.” (Research participant no 9, 2019).  
Yet another participant proudly stated: 
“I am own a tuckshop and I sell a lot of things, bread, airtime, maize meal, bunny 
chow, washing powder…everything” (Research participant no 5, 2019).  
In the Eikenhof informal settlement, the informal sector has provided FHHs with an 
economic opportunity, particularly those who had renounced finding formal employment. 
Some participants indicated that after seeking employment for a very long time, they 
stopped searching. This is because even job-hunting itself was rather expensive. One 
participant vented:  
“I stopped submitting CVs because it is very expensive especially if you are not 
seeing any positive results. You take your last money and you go to the internet 
café print dozens of CVs, make copies and certify documents then you still need 
to travel to various places and submit these CVs. You do not receive any response 
and you repeat the same process when you land an interview opportunity you still 
need money to buy a nice formal dress and money for transport travel to these 
fancy offices; months later and still nothing, no job but a zero balance on your bank 
account. It is very heart breaking…” (Research participant no 10, 2019).   
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The high unemployment rates and constant failure to secure employment are the reasons 
most female-heads in the Eikenhof informal settlement have resorted to the informal 
economy. The study also established that female-heads would rather prioritise buying 
food for their children than wasting money on job hunts that do not yield any positive 
results. One participant stressed, “To be honest with you, I would rather buy food for us 
to eat here at home than to waste my money on job-hunting.” (Research participant no 3, 
2019).  
Leach (1999) underscores that the informal economy provides employment opportunities 
to most women with few or no skills. Kabeer (2003) corroborates that the majority of 
female household-heads engaged in the informal economy have low educational 
attainments that limit their access to the formal economy. However, other scholars have 
argued that though the informal economy may be feasible regarding its promise to 
improve the lives of the poor, its unsustainable nature still leaves the latter vulnerable. 
One participant commented that:  
“It is very difficult, my situation. I am a single parent and sometimes the business 
is slow. When there are no customers these things get spoiled which means that I 
either have to throw it away or sell at a low price and I lose because I don’t get 
profit. It is like I am running a charity and not a business[...]” (Research participant 
no 2, 2019).  
 
5.3. FHHs in Eikenhof as industrious, persistent and resistant?  
 
The literature generally views women as subordinate to men and powerless. Their lack 
of employment and sustainable livelihood strategies is often associated with poverty and 
vulnerability (Rakodi & Lloyd-Jones, 2002). In the Eikenhof informal settlement, the study 
uncovered other dynamics that characterise these FHHs as industrious, persistent and 
resistant in terms of some of their livelihood strategies. With very little employment 
opportunities, the women-heads worked very hard and diligently to secure livelihoods for 
their households. For example, one participant boasted: 
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“You can call me jack of all trades, I do everything in order to ensure that my family 
is fed. I wake up at 4 AM every morning to go sell fat cakes by the taxi rank. By 8 
o’clock I am done and I do my duties here at home while I cook food which I sell 
for the farm workers and have to deliver before 12. During the weekends I wash 
people’s laundry and do domestic work but it depends, they only call me when the 
need me” (Research participant no 7, 2019). 
Another participant expressed a similar strong sense of responsibility to provide for the 
needs of her family:  
“In Pedi they say, mosadi o tshwara thipa ka bohaleng which means that a mother 
would go to any length in protecting her children and providing for her family. 
Therefore, as a mother I need to work hard for my children, I have to be strong for 
them and do everything in order to provide for them. Even if it means not sleeping 
and working day and night, even if it means not having clothes for myself as long 
as they have everything they need I have fulfilled by duties. Sacrificing my 
freedom, time and sleep is enough for the blessings that will come from them” 
(Research participant no 6, 2019).  
Yet another participant underscored female-heads’ duty to create possibilities in 
seemingly hopeless contexts: 
“…things are bad, but you cannot afford to look like your poverty. You must wake 
up dust yourself and work something out. Yes, there are no jobs out there, but you 
cannot sit around complaining about the government, complaining about 
corruption while you do nothing about it. As mothers we have the power to make 
the impossible happen even with just little because our children’s future depends 
upon it” (Research participant no 8, 2019). 
In the Eikenhof informal settlement, the female-heads viewed working very hard as an 
investment. Hence, the ability to think forward and the notion of longevity were present in 
their livelihood strategies – even when they encountered challenges. The study found 
that even with poor and unsustainable livelihood strategies, female-heads endeavoured 
and made means to endure in such desperate circumstances. This was achieved by 
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adopting multiple strategies to supplement their livelihood outcomes and survive financial 
shocks and stresses.  This was congruent with the works of Amadiume (1987), Oyewumi 
(1997) and Magadla (2016). These scholars argue that even when faced with adversity, 
women remain industrious, persistent and resistant.  
 
Female social networks as a livelihood strategy 
 
Social capital, especially from formal structures (government and NGOs), is likely to be 
unavailable to people from poor societies. This suggests that formal structures play a 
minimal role in the lives of individuals who are vulnerable to poverty. The study found that 
social networks and social ties constituted a main source of support for most FHHs in the 
study area. This takes the form of partnerships in business, helping with babysitting, or 
lending and borrowing money during crises and shortages.  This was in line with the 
findings of various authors who have revealed that social networks play a very significant 
role in the mitigation of poverty among the poor. For example, Bonnin (1997), as cited in 
Magadla (2016), reported that during the liberation struggle in South Africa, social 
networks played a very significant support role. Bonnin (1997) cites a female participant 
who articulated that women were “in the front not because each one is looking after her 
own child, but all children. It does not matter whose child, a woman assists a child no 
matter whose child it is” (Bonnin, 1997: 39). This was congruent with what the female-
heads in the Eikenhof informal settlement indicated in terms of social solidarity. 
Neighbours and relatives played an important role in the livelihoods of FHHs, because 
they often stepped in to help. Indeed, one participant shared:  
“…so far I only rely on my sister and my neighbours. Sometimes I work nightshift 
so they help with babysitting. Even when I am still at work my neighbours watch 
over my children. My firstborn is in varsity now and the other two are still in primary 
school. They need someone to monitor them when they return from school. Things 
were so much better when my daughter was still around because while I am at 
work she would start on dinner and take care of her siblings but now…” (Research 
participant no 8, 2019).  
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Another participant reiterated the supportive role played by neighbours – even when 
family members fail to help: 
“…not really, besides my boyfriend no one else helps us out. Even my aunts they 
know that my dad is sick but none of them are willing to assist. Everyone is 
preoccupied with their own business. I do get support from our neighbours, 
especially sis’ Mandy. When I am not around she comes to cook for my dad and 
gives us vegetables from her garden” (Research Participant no 10, 2019).  
Again, neighbours emerged as supportive when another participant indicated: 
“I have to rely on my neighbours to watch my kids. At first I used to travel everyday 
but because I work far I had to wake up very early and it is not safe. I used to be 
mugged almost every day until I decided to stay at work. Not being able to see 
your children go to school is difficult because it means you can’t even help them 
with their homework and you don’t even know if they behave or not” (Research 
participant no 13, 2019).  
The next participant identified her friends as reliable, trustworthy, and supportive: 
“My friends are the only people I can rely upon to help me because I know that 
they will always be there for me and after helping me they won’t go around the 
neighbourhood gossiping and laughing at me that I don’t have food inside my 
home. You have to ask for people you can trust, people whom you know that they 
ask from you also because then you help each other. (Research participant no 6, 
2019).  
The participants stressed the importance of mutuality or reciprocity in their relationships. 
Social ties and networks are highly dependent on solidarity and mutual benefits; when 
these are unreciprocated, the ties often crumble. The borrowing of money was a 
particularly important practice within the social networks. One participant reported that 
she considered this as an opportunity to earn extra income. This is evident when she 
related, “Nieghbours and friends will use you. I used to help my neighbours and friends 
with money when they needed it. However, when it was their turn to return the favour, 
when I borrowed from them they always said they do not have. I finally saw that I was 
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being used hence, I started charging interest 40% interest to those who borrowed money 
from me it really helped, not I do not even have to go borrow money from people anymore” 
(Research participant no 13, 2019).  
In some instances, social networks perpetuated poverty, especially when they were not 
mutually beneficial. One responded denounced:  
“I completely stopped asking things from my neigbours, people are very selfish. 
They like it when you help them but when it is their turn to help you they make 
excuses. It is nice when they come to you asking for sugar and maize but when 
you go to them the entire community will know that you asked sugar from your 
neighbour the previous night. I would rather starve than go to such people” 
(Research participant no 13, 2019).  
The informal economy is equally exceedingly dependent on social ties. Not having social 
ties makes it difficult for one to sustain their business. For example, having social 
networks allows small business owners to collaborate with other business owners and to 
form some sort of association from which they can derive mutual support. Collaborating 
with other small business owners allowed the female-heads engaged in the informal 
economy to receive discounts when buying in bulk. However, when operating alone, they 
have to buy goods in smaller quantities and therefore at higher prices. Moreover, when 
they buy products in bulk, not only do they save money but they can also derive more 
profit from the goods. Conversely, when small business owners buy products in small 
quantities, the goods become more expensive. Consequently, the sellers have to either 
reduce their profits or sell their products over the market value – which results in the loss 
of customers. The informal economy depends strongly on productivity. Female-heads 
have dependents who are reliant upon them. This means that the lack of productivity 
severely affects their households and increases their vulnerability to poverty.  One 
participant stressed the importance of one’s network in the success of their small 
business: 
“In this business you have to know people because competition is very high. You 
also need to be able to work with others so that you can all be partners, things are 
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cheaper when you buying in bulk and you cannot afford this alone.” (Research 
participant no 7, 2019).  
Another participant noted the role of her returning customers in the sustenance of her 
business:  
“Mostly I get my new customers from my old customers who are now my friends. I 
always get new customers through referrals” (Research participant no 3, 2019).  
Yet another participant underscored the role of collaboration among small business 
owners in the informal economy thus: 
“I work well with the people that I sell with; we help each other especially in terms 
of loans.” (Research participant no 2, 2019).  
Social networks played a very significant role in the livelihood strategies of FHHs. Some 
participants highlighted how forming collaborations helped them with getting products at 
a bargain thereby saving a few bucks.  
 
Stokvels as a livelihood strategy 
 
Stokvels play a significant role in mitigating poverty. Stokvels were a common survival 
strategy among FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement. The literature has shown that 
stokvels constitute saving mechanisms providing financial services among the poor. The 
findings of the study concur with the argument that the formal sector (e.g. banks, and 
other non-bank credit suppliers) do not accommodate poor households’ credit needs, due 
to their uncertain economic environment (Mjoli-Mncube, 2003; World Bank, 2002). 
Stokvels are therefore important to FHHs in the study area, because they help FHHs to 
access credit. Credit availability through stokvels helps FHHs to improve their livelihoods 
and decreases their vulnerability to their poverty-prone context. One participant 
elaborated on the pivotal role of stokvels in ensuring bulk grocery shopping in December: 
“We have a stokvel at work and in the neighbourhood. I have joined a grocery 
stokvel as well in which we save money and buy groceries in December. These 
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two stokvels help me so much. The one I have at work helps me when I have 
money challenges. Like when my daughter was starting her first year at UJ. They 
gave me money so that I can pay the registration fee. The groceries I receive in 
December are able to last for the entire year. I am able to share some of the food 
with my sister and send some home…still we have enough for ourselves to 
survive…”  (Research participant no 5, 2019).  
Another participant highlighted the aid provided by stokvels at times of need: 
“I currently don’t have any stokvel but I had one in the past and it was very helpful 
especially when I was broke because I could explain all my problems to the ladies 
and we would work something out. Right now I don’t have money as I am not 
working anymore so I can’t commit to something that will need money every month. 
I cannot rely on the children’s grant money because it has to go towards all their 
school need” (Research participant no 9, 2019).  
The study established that stokvel money is used for a number of activities serving 
investment purposes. As noted earlier, the livelihood strategies of FHHs are informalised; 
hence, stokvels assist with cash-injections during times of economic shocks and stresses. 
The study also found that stokvel money is also used to fund children’s education, to save 
for funerals, parties and big events, and to buy food (groceries). 
 
Remittances as a livelihood strategy  
 
While some FHHs were unconnected to any males, others were. The study discovered 
that remittances played a very significant role in helping the female-heads by augmenting 
their livelihoods. A considerable difference existed between the FHHs that received 
remittances and those that did not. Studies indicate that households that receive 
remittances are less likely to fall into poverty than those that do not (Fuwa, 1999; Chant, 
2004; Chant, 2003). In the Eikenhof informal settlement, some participants noted that the 
remittances were often inconsistent. Sometimes, they would stay months without 
receiving any payouts. They admitted that when these eventually came, they really helped 
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in augmenting their livelihood outcomes. In this connection, one participants confided 
that:  
“I am currently unemployed and we rely on the grant money and the money that 
my children’s father sends us. The money helps us a lot in the house especially 
now since I lost my job but recently we have been having troubles with the father 
of my children because he found out that I have a boyfriend and that I am pregnant 
with another child that is not his so he hasn’t been sending us money. Things 
become very tough when he doesn’t send the money because we have to use the 
grant money which it not much and survive by borrowing from neighbours and 
friends.” (Research participant no 3, 2019). 
Another participant reiterated the supplemental role of remittances:  
“No I have never received anything from an NGO but my daughter sometimes 
brings food and clothes from school. My oldest daughter sends us money; she 
works in Mpumalanga. The father of my lastborn also sends some money 
whenever he can…” Research participant no 2, 2019).  
The study confirmed that FHHs that receive remittances are better off than those that do 
not receive any financial support from other sources. Remittances play a very critical role 
in the survival of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement – especially during times of 
shocks and stresses. Dreze and Srinivasan (1998) posit that even among FHHs where 
female-headship is due to the male-head’s migration, poverty differentials are likely to 
exist between those receiving remittances and those who do not. In other words, 
households that receive remittances are better off than those that do not receive any. The 
study revealed that the remittances are often inconsistent and that they come mostly from 
‘baby daddies’, boyfriends, and family members who work away from home, or relatives. 
Although remittances may be inconsistent, an extra cash-injection during desperate times 
may help reduce FHHs’ vulnerability to poverty.  
 




Kpoor (2015) argues that when all legitimate income-earning activities are exhausted or 
non-existent, poor people engage in desperate socially undesirable practices to survive. 
Transactional sexual relationships (TSRs) are the most common means of survival for 
younger women. It is argued that poverty is a key determinant of the existence of TSRs 
(Zembe, Townsend, Thorsan & Ekstrom, 2013). Similarly, Mampane (2018) contends that 
TSRs create an opportunity for young women from poverty-stricken areas to earn a 
livelihood. The study found that some female-heads had boyfriends who often assisted 
with their finances. These partners did not reside with them but often visited and stayed 
over for days, weeks or even months. Even in the presence of these male partners 
(boyfriends), the female-heads remained in charge, the visiting males had no control 
whatsoever in the households.  For example, one participant confided: 
“I don’t work but I hustle. My baby daddy and I broke up when I was pregnant. He 
came back when the baby was 4 months old but I cannot rely on him because he 
always disappears. It’s possible for me to spend two months broke but when I start 
being serious with my business people give me thousands. I can basically get a 
thousand rand from spending a night with a guy, these people are always hungry 
shame” (Research participant no 3, 2019).  
Another participant reinforced the status of TSRs as survival practices when she revealed 
that: 
“I am unemployed and I volunteer in afterschool programmes and I use that money 
to get when someone shows gratitude…it is not something that is set sometimes 
it ranges from R200-R500 and mostly it’s from parents or the principals to 
acknowledge the work that I do. I don’t know if I should say that I am loved by men 
or misfortune. The time I was with my ex fiancé things were better because he 
made sure that I had everything I needed. He was older than me yes but he gave 
me money to survive. My mom always said that money is not enough and that I 
deserved better but I was willing to endure the abuse. He was paying for my school 
fees and gave me all the necessary things I needed […] I don’t know if I loved him 
or the luxury things. Sometimes a girl has do what they have to do to make sure 
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that there is food on the table. Men have the money to spend and there are no 
jobs.”  (Research participant no 10, 2019). 
TSRs were very common among younger female-heads in the study area. In desperate 
times, younger women often engaged in TSRs with older men, to earn extra cash to 
provide for their families. These younger female-heads did not engage in TSRs willingly; 
they were compelled by their poor socio-economic status and poverty-stricken 
background.  
 
5.4. Challenges, hardships and longevity of FHHs  
 
The study found that FHHs depict strong elements of endurance in their livelihood 
strategies, even when life throws many hardships at them. Factors such as the 
educational attainments of the female-heads, inconsistent income, and unemployment 
influence the lived experiences of FHHs.  
 
Educational attainments of female-heads 
 
The vulnerability of FHHs to poverty experiences is augmented by their lack of formal 
education and qualifications. Women continue to have lower educational and training 
levels than men do, making it more difficult for women to secure employment. Le Bruyns 
and Pauw (2004) observe that without appropriate education or training, employment 
opportunities are limited. In the case of the Eikenhof informal settlement, FHHs struggle 
to find secure employment. This is due to the female-heads lack of the skills and 
qualifications required in the job market. One participant revealed: 
  “I never went to school and I have never worked in my life. Jobs need you to have 
certificates, I cannot even read or write how can I work? How will I be able to 
follow the instructions if I cannot even read? Finding a job that will pay you enough 
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money needs an education. This is why I always encourage my children to go to 
school while they have the chance” (Research respondent no 2, 2019).  
With limited job opportunities, some female-heads in the Eikenhof informal settlement 
resort to any activities or practices that they can find to earn livelihoods that help them to 
support their households. Bilinikisi, Gungor and Tapsin (2015) argue that education has 
a drastic impact on poverty. Similarly, Berg (2008) posits that the probability of finding a 
job increases with an increase in one’s level of education. Vulnerability among FHHs 
increases with the low educational level of their heads. Most FHHs whose heads had 
formal education were less vulnerable to poverty than those with uneducated heads were. 
For example, one of the participants noted, “…things are not as bad, I receive enough to 
take care of my family. I can afford aftercare for my children because sometimes I get 
home late when I am delayed by the bus. We do not lack anything and we have almost 
everything that we need. Things are so much easy when you have a secure job” 
(Research respondent no 5, 2019).   
Moreover, female-heads who had a matric certificate were far better off than those who 
only had primary and secondary education; and those with secondary education were 
less vulnerable than those with primary education were. One participant contrasted: 
“We do not have much but my situation is so much better than that of someone 
who is not working. Imagine if you have kids and you don’t have a job in tough 
times like this, it must be a challenge. We are able to make it work with the very 
little that I get from my cleaning job, as long as the basic necessities are met we 
have everything we need” (Research participant no 11, 2019). 
 Another participant highlighted the influence of the lack of skills on her inability to find a 
job and therefore her vulnerability to poverty:  
“...it is tough; it is very tough. Having a seven-month old baby and not knowing 
what to feed him, not knowing where your next pay check will come from, it is really 
a struggle. There are no jobs. We cannot find jobs because we don’t have skills so 
we just hustle” (Research respondent no 10, 2019).  
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Yet another participant emphasised female-heads’ responsibility towards their families – 
in a context characterised by joblessness or poverty – and therefore their duty to find 
alternative ways of supporting their households: 
“…things are bad but you cannot afford to look like your poverty. You have to wake 
up dust yourself and work something out. Yes, there are no jobs out there but you 
cannot sit around complaining about the government, complaining about 
corruption while doing nothing about it. We mothers have the power to make the 
impossible happen even with just little everything comes together somehow” 
(Research participant no 8, 2019).  
Education is generally perceived as very important, even in the oddest jobs. Burman 
(1988) asserted that even to wash dishes in a restaurant, many employers require a 
Grade 12 education. In the current study, one the participants pointed that, “...in this day 
and age everything requires matric, even something as simple as cleaning that we have 
been doing all our lives wants a certificate which I don’t have. God gave me hands and I 
decided to stop wasting money but use my hands to make money...” research participant 
no 3, 2019). The study found that having a formal qualification played an important role 
in bettering the living conditions of FHHs. Low educational attainments often translated 
into low-paying jobs or unemployment among female-heads.    
Unemployment and FHHs 
 
Employment is one of the important safeguards against poverty. Yet, most female-heads 
in the Eikenhof informal settlement are unemployed. A significant number of households 
rely on social grants, the informal economy, and remittances. Without secure 
employment, household-heads find it hard to provide decent living conditions for their 
families. One participant commented that: 
“…not having a job is hard because you have to rely on other people to help you. 
You lack even the simplest of things, it is very painful to watch your baby cry 
because of hunger and you don’t even make money…” (Research participant no 
12, 2019).  
106 
 
Another participant confirmed the roughness of unemployment and the resulting poverty 
thus: 
“Unemployment is difficult, you watch as the sunrises and sets and you are still 
sitting in the very same position without hope that things will get better. I have 
applied for almost every post and I am exhausted. There were times where I would 
send over ten CVs a day without luck” (Research participant no 10, 2019).  
The challenge of unemployment is daunting. As the evidence shows, unemployment 
places a heavy poverty burden on FHHs. The lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof 
informal settlement are worsened by the high rates of unemployment within this study 
area. The living conditions of FHHs improved with the employment status of the female-
heads. FHHs that had employed heads were better off than those with unemployed heads 
were. Unemployment decreases the income and purchasing power of FHHs. A participant 
noted, “When you don’t work you are deprived of many things, you can’t afford a lot of 
things, you can’t save. Basically you can’t do anything” (Research participant no 13, 
2019). Unemployment deprives people of choices. The prevalence of poverty in FHHs is 
linked to the low educational attainments of their heads. This later translates into 
employment in low-paying jobs, unemployment, and perpetually low standards of living. 
Without employment, female-heads have to deploy survivalist strategies.   
Inconsistent incomes and FHHs 
 
The biggest challenge faced by FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement was income 
inconsistency. The latter translated the unsustainable nature of their livelihood strategies. 
Inconsistent incomes also eroded FHHs’ access to financial services such as loans from 
banks and hindered their ability to apply for medical aid. Regarding income inconsistency, 
one participant noted:  
“I don’t work…I do people’s laundry and you can’t depend on this money or plan 
on it because it is not guaranteed that people will call you to do their laundry for 
them [...] a basket with light clothes is normally R150 but sometimes you get people 
who are very generous and they can give you R200 or R250 and some food or old 
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clothes…you accept what they offer because when you’re poor you have no 
choice” (Research participant no 5, 2019).  
Similarly, another participant underscored that: 
“It is tough, even in business we face a number of challenges. Sometimes business 
is very slow and because I sell food stuff they get rotten I have to throw it away 
and this affects profit. If you get R400 profit this month you should be grateful 
because you might not get it in the following month” (Research participant no, 
2019).  
This income inconsistency makes it hard for some female-heads to plan their finances 
and save for times of stresses and shocks. Moreover, this inconsistency prevents female-
heads from acquiring formal financial services. In spite of these challenges, female-heads 
persevere, relying on informal means of saving such as stokvels and unconventional and 






This chapter discussed the livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement. FHHs are industrious, resistant and persistent in nature. This chapter 
revealed that FHHs depict strong elements of matrifocality and industriousness in their 
experiences and livelihood strategies. Women-heads often engage in multiple activities 
to provide for their households. The lived experiences of FHHs are influenced significantly 
by the livelihood strategies that female-heads adopt to generate income. The study 
discovered that FHHs do not necessarily conform to binary roles and the traditional 
gender definitions dominant in academic discourse. FHHs remain persistent and resistant 
to the challenges that they face regarding their livelihood strategies. The study revealed 
that in the Eikenhof informal settlement, most female-heads experience difficulties to 
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secure employment; and, as a result, rely on the informal sector for their livelihoods. The 
study discovered that social protection plays a very significant role in the livelihoods of 
FHHs. Receiving welfare does not necessarily translate into poverty and 
disempowerment; it is a way for FHHs to expand their livelihood outcomes. The next 
chapter concludes the study.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and reflections 
 
6.1. Introduction  
 
While poverty is widely reported as prevalent among women and extensively defined in 
binary terms, this thesis argued that the livelihood strategies of women point to 
differences in the lived experiences of FHHs. This study has contributed to a shift away 
from a generalisation of FHHs as evenly poor and disempowered. This study argued that 
the experiences of FHHs transcend binaries and the fixed poverty-burden narrative 
dominant in much of the academic discourse and policy debates. The thesis also argued 
that it is in the nature of FHHs to remain industrious, resistant and persistent in their 
livelihood strategies – even in the face of adversity. The aim of the thesis was to examine 
the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement, Johannesburg. The study drew partly on the scholarship of sustainable 
livelihoods (DFID, 1999; Rakodi & Lloyds, 2002) in the Development Studies discourse. 
The research was also framed by conceptions embodied in Amadiume’s (1987) definition 
of matrifocality, as well as the works of Oweyumi (1997) and Magadla (2016) that view 
women as industrious, resistant and persistent – to develop a thinking perspective that 
could help to explain the experiences of FHHs, their relationship to poverty, and their 
livelihood strategies. 
In examining the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs, the study 
addressed four questions. Firstly, the study examined the evolution of FHHs, to gain 
clarity on their development and change over time. Secondly, it addressed the nature of 
FHHs in order to locate their lived experiences in the study area. Thirdly, the study 
examined the livelihood strategies that FHHs have adopted in their endeavour to address 
poverty. Lastly, the research examined how FHHs display elements of industriousness, 
resistance and persistence in their experiences. The study had three objectives in 
addressing these four research questions. The first was to explore key debates on FHHs 
in the academic discourse to develop an analytical framework that would help to locate 
their lived experiences in the study area. The second was to examine the lived 
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experiences of FHHs in order to understand their linkages to the poverty-burden narrative. 
The third and final objective was to examine FHHs’ industriousness, resistance and 
persistence in ensuring their livelihood. The study used a qualitative research 
methodology to gather the research data. This methodology was appropriate because it 
allowed the researcher to examine the lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement, and to establish their linkages to both the South African and global contexts. 
The exploratory nature of the study allowed the researcher to capture the feelings, 
perspectives, insights, and behaviours of the research participants. This ensured the 
reporting of the lived realities of the female-heads.  
 
6.2. Summary of the key findings  
 
Chapter One laid the foundation of the study by conceptualising FHHs, by stating the 
research problem, by indicating the aims and objectives of the study, as well as by 
outlining the research questions. This chapter showed that FHHs transcended binaries 
and the poverty-burden narrative. It was found that although women are often 
conceptualised and ranked in relation to men, they do not necessarily conform to those 
perspectives.   
Chapter Two explored key debates on FHHs in the academic discourse to develop an 
analytical framework that helps to explain the lived experiences and livelihood strategies 
of FHHs. It discussed the African feminist academic discourse in order to position women 
heads and their roles in society to be able to make sense of FHHs. Moreover, the chapter 
explored the notion of sustainable livelihood strategies to establish their linkages with the 
African feminist scholarship to understand FHHs and their livelihood strategies. The 
chapter argued that FHHs transcend binaries and the fixed poverty-burden narrative 
dominant in much of the academic discourse and policy debates. It showed that though 
poverty is gendered in nature, the experiences of FHHs possess livelihood strategies in 
the form of industriousness, resistance, and persistence among women heads.  
Chapter Three discussed the evolution of FHHs from a global to a South African context, 
from the 1970s to date. The tracing of the evolution of FHHs revealed their gendered 
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nature, the vulnerability of women, as well as how their livelihood strategies have shaped 
their lived experiences over time. The chapter found that literature pointed to the 
gendered nature of narratives regarding FHHs and their representation. Narratives were 
focused predominantly on a view of FHHs as burdened by poverty – revealing a gap 
concerning FHHs’ livelihood strategies. The chapter also found a commonality in the 
evolution of FHHs across the world, as FHHs in colonial and post-colonial Africa 
demonstrated some level of industriousness, persistence and resistance.  
Chapter Four discussed the lived experiences of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement. The chapter examined the nature of FHHs in relation to the poverty-burden 
narrative, issues of class differences among FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement, 
women’s triple burden of care, and their socio-economic status. The study found that 
FHHs were innately industrious, persistent and resistant in terms of their livelihood 
strategies. The study further established that the lived experiences of FHHs transcend 
binaries and the poverty-burden narrative, and that there is more to the link between 
poverty and FHHs than meets the eye. It was found that female-heads have mastered 
the art to striving to thrive even in the face of adversity. Moreover, the study of the 
experiences of FHHs revealed the hardworking nature of female-heads and their ability 
to recover – even from the hardest life challenges.   
Chapter Five explored the livelihood strategies of FHHs in the Eikenhof informal 
settlement. The study found that FHHs are industrious, resistant and persistent in nature. 
It was revealed that FHHs, in the study area, portrayed strong elements of matrifocality 
and industriousness in their experiences and livelihood strategies. The study also found 
women heads to be very industrious and engaged in multiple activities, to provide for their 
households. The stud further revealed that the lived experiences of FHHs were widely 
influenced by the livelihood strategies that female-heads adopt in their endeavour to 
generate income, which were characterised by a high level of persistence and constant 
resistance to challenges. It was also found that FHHs in the Eikenhof informal settlement 
do not necessarily conform to binary roles as traditionally defined in the dominant 
academic discourse. Even in the face of adversity, FHHs remain resistant and persistent 
in facing the challenges regarding their livelihood strategies. The study revealed a strong 
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link between FHHs and unemployment. It was found that securing employment in a 
society characterised by high levels of unemployment was out of the control of 
headwomen. Hence, due to persisting high levels of unemployment in the South African 
economy, it was discovered that FHHs have had to rely on the informal economy as a 
source of livelihood, often supplemented by social protection. The study uncovered that 
social protection played a very significant role in the livelihoods of FHHs, and that 
receiving social protection did not necessarily mean being poor.  
The study sought to answer the question: what are the experiences of FHHs in sustaining 
their livelihoods in the Eikenhof informal settlement? It was found that the experiences of 
female-heads in the study areas pointed to a strong level of industriousness, persistence 
and resistance concerning the livelihood strategies that women heads adopt. The study 
also revealed that FHHs are often at the sharpest of ends in terms of their livelihood 
strategies; however, adversity and challenges are often resisted. The study further found 
that although marginality existed, it was not the nature of FHHs. It was revealed that even 
the slightest form of vulnerability was a factor pushing women heads to work even harder 
to sustain the livelihoods of their households. The study also noted some level of 
heterogeneity among the FHHs, both in terms of their lived experiences and their 
livelihood strategies. The study further discovered that some FHHs are well off while 
others are at the sharpest of ends; however, the latter still manage to pick themselves up. 
The study found that what is often regarded as a responsibility or burden was turned into 
motivation for the women heads to be even more industrious and persistent in their 
livelihood strategies. It is often reported that having dependents puts FHHs at an 
economic disadvantage. However, the study found that having many dependents 
motivated the women heads to work even harder and to be industrious. Moreover, the 
study discovered that having many dependents gave FHHs more reason to be persistent 
and find new and better ways to survive. Clearly, children played a very important role in 
the livelihood strategies of FHHs; children are a source of support for the women heads, 
as they provided the emotional and psychological support that give the women heads the 
strength to continue in the face of adversity. The study found that the experiences of 
FHHs in the Eikenhof pushed them to be empowered. The study further revealed that the 
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government did very little in helping FHHs; however, it ultimately found the stereotype 
characterising FHHs as constantly waiting for welfare to be untrue.  
 
6.3. Recommendations  
 
The preceding account of FHHs demonstrates that women within these households 
should be a prime target of government policies aimed at increasing livelihoods and 
decreasing income inequalities. As long as women are stereotyped as vulnerable and 
disempowered, their role in the economic structure and as household heads will remain 
marginalised. Moreover, a shift away from the generalisation of FHHs as vulnerable is 
imperative. Social policies and gender development programmes should stop viewing 
women from lens of the poverty-burden narrative and start acknowledging their high level 
of industriousness, persistence and resistance in terms of their livelihood strategies within 
FHHs. Instead of designing social protection policies that often take the form of handouts, 
governments should design policies and programmes that support women’s livelihood 
strategies, to increase their sustainability. In this regard, the recognition of the informal 
sector as a feasible source of income is detrimental. Hence, more policies should be 
elaborated regarding the informal economy. This is because it is the biggest employer of 
women from FHHs. Therefore, the government should provide special credit facilities for 
FHHs – especially those engaged in the informal economy – to enable them to build their 
assets. Most FHHs live from-hand-to-mouth, because they lack access to formal facilities 
that can enable them to acquire credit, invest on their children’s future, or save for 
retirement. Very often, women from FHHs have to continue to work in their old age. This 
is because they cannot retire, having no plan to sustain their households. Hence, there is 
a strong need for policies that would allow women engaged in the informal sector to have 
access to formal financial services. This is so that they can save for retirement, be able 
to access private healthcare, have the opportunity to investment, and be able to access 
funeral and housing policies. Moreover, governments should increase the income-




6.4. Areas for further research  
 
 Future research should explore FHHs in urban settings; more studies should focus on 
the industriousness, persistence, and resistance of FHHs concerning their livelihood 
strategies; and an exploration of the informal economy as a feasible livelihood strategy 
among women in particular and in society in general should be undertaken, given the high 
levels of unemployment. Furthermore, the analysis of gender and the ranking of women 
as subordinate to men (comparison between male and female at individual or household 
headship level is not sufficient in addressing the differences between men and women. 
What is more, very little knowledge exists concerning the non-economic consequences 
of female-headship on FHHs and their members. Therefore, meaningful research should 
be conducted to explore this aspect.  Moreover, a gap exists regarding the effects of 
FHHs on relevant children and the role that the latter play in the livelihood strategies of 
FHHs.  
 
6.5. Limitations of the study  
 
The study had few shortfalls. Semi-structured individual interviews were used to gather 
data, with the weakness that the respondents shaped the information gathered. Indeed, 
interviews are over-reliant on the participants’ willingness to open up and share their 
feelings and views. Sometimes, it seemed that the respondents were reluctant to speak 
about their challenges. As proud women and mothers, it was not easy for them to admit 
that they were facing challenges. Some participants had very busy schedules that made 
it difficult to book an appointment with them. The focus group interviews were particularly 
difficult, because having everyone at the set time and location was challenging. Some 
participants constantly rescheduled while others cancelled the interviews at the last 
minute. The study intended to interview twenty participants; however, due to the struggle 
to mobilise suitable participants and time constraints, fifteen participants were 
interviewed. The biggest limitation was the lack of funding and time; the research was 
self-funded. Thus, it could not be prolonged. Moreover, some interviews were not 
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conducted in English and the related translation posed some challenges. Sometimes, 
when the questions were translated into vernacular, they lost their intended meanings or 
sounded incomplete. In certain instances, the translation broke the participants’ train of 
thought or flow of speech.  
 
6.6. Conclusion  
 
This study showed that FHHs are a heterogeneous group whose sub-groups have diverse 
experiences of poverty and vulnerability, and that they cannot be limited to their traditional 
conceptions in the literature and the poverty-burden narrative. This is the first study to 
examine the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs in an informal settlement 
context. Unlike other studies on South African FHHs, this study shifts away from the fixed 
and generalised definitions of poverty. The study has argued that the experiences of 
FHHs transcend binaries and the fixed poverty-burden narrative dominant in much of the 
academic discourse and policy debates. It views FHHs as displaying elements of 
persistence and resilience, as well as an industrious nature. This signifies that they 
always strive to do something to generate income – even in a society with little job 
opportunities and livelihood options for women. This study has developed an analytical 
framework to explain the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs. It has 
argued that to address poverty among FHHs and women generally, a shift away from 
generalisation is required. Policy-makers need to look beyond vulnerability and should 
acknowledge that women in FHHs are empowered and deploy different strategies to 
address their poverty experiences. Finally, it is important to acknowledge that the 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide  
 
          Information sheet 
 
 
My name is Hakelo Mathebula. I am a Masters student from the Department of 
Anthropology and Development Studies at the University of Johannesburg. I appeal to 
you to participate in my study titled Lived experience and livelihood strategies of female-
headed houses (FHHs): a case study of Eikenhof informal settlement, Johannesburg. The 
study aims to examine the lived experiences and livelihood strategies of FHHs in the 
Eikenhof informal settlement to explore key debates on female-headed houses in the 
academic discourse. This examination seeks to develop an analytical framework that 
helps to locate FHHs’ lived experiences in the study area. Furthermore, the study 
undertakes to examine the lived experiences of FHHs to understand their linkages to the 
poverty-burden narrative and to examine the manner in which FHHs are industrious, 
resistant and persistent in ensuring their livelihood. 
Participating in the study will require at least 40-45 minutes of your time, for an individual 
interview. The interview will be recorded on my phone and will later be transcribed for the 
purpose of data analysis. All information obtained from the interview will be kept 
confidential and will only be used for academic purposes. Your real name will be replaced 
with a pseudonym, to protect your identity and ensure anonymity. Disclosure of any 
information will only be permitted with your consent. Your participation in the study is 
voluntary and you may withdraw from the research at any time without penalties or 







        Consent form  
 
     
  
I       agree to take part in the study by Hakelo 
Mathebula. I have read the information sheet and the project has been explained to me. 
I am willing to be interviewed by the researcher and take part in the study. I will answer 
all questions as openly and honestly as possible.  
1. I understand that my participation is voluntarily and that I will not be paid for taking 
part in the research project.  
2. I may choose to withdraw from the study at any time without subsequent penalties 
enforced.  
3. The interview will last for approximately 40-45 minutes. Notes will be taken and the 
interview will be recorded on Hakelo’s phone and later transcribed.  
4. I understand that if I do not want to be taped, I can refuse.  
5. I comprehend that my details and the information I provide will be kept confidential 
and my name will be replaced with a pseudonym.  
6. The study is solely for academic purposes and will not be published without my 
consent. The research report will remain a product of the University of 
Johannesburg.  
7. A copy of this consent form has been given to me. 
Signature of Participant      Date    
 
Signature of Researcher      Date    
 
For any queries related to the study, you can contact me by calling 0812515620 or via 
email using kelomathebula@gmail.com 
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80+  79-60  59-40  39-20  
 
2. Marital status 
Married   Divorced  Widowed  Single  
 
3. Educational level 
No formal education  
Primary education  
Matric   
Tertiary education   
 





5. What is your primary source of income? 
6. Do you have a secondary source of income (business, rental, etc.)? If yes, 
what is this source of income and how much do you get from it? 
7. Does your household receive any form of social protection? If yes, which one 




8. What is your monthly income? 
9. Is your income enough to fulfil all your household needs? Explain. 
10.  Are there any other members who work? If yes, how many? 
11.  Do other members of the family contribute to the household income? If yes, 
how much? 
12.  What are the major challenges you face as head of your household? 
13.  What strategies have you adopted to deal with these challenges? 
14.  Do you receive any financial or material assistance from formal/ informal 
institutions? If yes, what kind of assistance? 
15.  Do you receive any assistance (material or financial) from family, friends and 
neighbours or any other people? If yes, what kind of assistance? 
16.  What other things related to your livelihood or survival strategies would you 
like me to know? 
 
Interview questions prepared for focus group interviews  
 
1. What livelihood activities are you engaged in to generate income? 
2. How would you consider your living conditions (experiences)? 
3. What challenges have you faced in terms of your livelihood strategies and 
living experiences, as a female head?  
4. How do you ensure the sustainability of your livelihood strategies?  
5. How have you picked yourself from life challenges? 
6. What strategies have you adopted to deal with challenges? 
7. How do you maintain your household?  
8. Where do you derive support in terms of your livelihood strategies or when 
faced with challenges? 
9. What role do males (fathers, uncles, grandfathers, male partners, etc.) play 
within your household?  
Thank you for your participation and patience 
 
 
